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Preface

The great problem of our time is the organisation and establishment of
democracy.

(Tocqueville 1988 [1835]: 311)

Tocqueville’s sentence was written more than 175 years ago, but the message is
arguably as relevant for our time as it was for his. In this book, we seek to elucidate
Tocqueville’s problem from a number of different angles. The title – Democracy
and Democratization in Comparative Perspective: Conceptions, Conjunctures,
Causes, and Consequences – conveys this nicely. The book is divided into the four
parts listed in the subtitle: conceptions of democracy, empirical developments
(conjunctures), causes of democracy, and consequences of democracy. As the
main title reflects, each of these four parts is approached from an unapologetic
comparative perspective, including comparisons across both space and time.
Indeed, the most important difference between this book and existing textbooks
is to be found in the historical take on the subject. What we set out to elucidate is
not only contemporary aspects of democracy and democratization but also the
historical evolution of the concept and the concomitant empirical developments
in different periods.

The book is based on an equivalent which we published in Danish in 2010 under
the title Demokrati og demokratisering: en introduktion (Democracy and
Democratization: An Introduction). The book was well received and was awarded
the ‘Sven Henningsen Prize 2010’ for best Danish popular book within the areas
of contemporary history, political science, and international relations. Furthermore,
we used the book in a graduate seminar in 2010 and in a lecture series on
Comparative Politics in 2011, and both times received positive feedback on it from
the students. All of this convinced us that it would be worthwhile making an
English edition. We are grateful to our Danish publisher, Hans Reitzels Forlag,
for granting us permission to do so. Our original intention was simply to publish
an English translation, but, as it were, the process has taken on a life of its own.
This is probably the place to reveal the working title of the book: The Long
Journey of Democracy. Not only was this our tentative title virtually until we
submitted the final manuscript, it also turned out to be an apt description of the
process. Our long journey originally commenced in 2008 when we set out to write



the Danish version, but it was very much prolonged when we began to rework the
English translation. Not only have we completely rewritten, updated, and expanded
most of the chapters of the translated version, we have also added an entirely new
part on the consequences of democracy.

We received valuable comments from a number of colleagues when working
on the original version of the book (these inputs are acknowledged in the Preface
of the Danish version). This time around, we have received comments from
additional scholars, including Gerardo L. Munck and three anonymous reviewers.
But we have privileged receiving input from the target audience. We presented
drafts of all chapters of the English version to a group of remarkably skilled
graduate students in 2011 as an integrated part of a co-taught seminar on democ-
racy and democratization. We are indebted for the comments we received from
David Andersen, Kim Andersen, Jonas Axelgaard, Michael Sejlstrup Ellegaard,
Jakob Gjørup, Jákup Emil Hansen, Jens Lyhne Højberg, Maria Juhler-Larsen,
Allan Knudsen, Maj Kathrine Larsen, Nina Larsen, Rasmus John Franklin
Lindholm, Casper Sakstrup, Christian Stenz, Rasmus Storgaard Suikkanen, Jens
Damgaard Thaysen, and Anna Windfeldt Thorning. On this basis, we once more
revised the manuscript in the spring of 2012. During this process, we received
valuable help from Anne-Grethe Gammelgaard and Lasse Lykke Rørbæk.

The long journey has been rewarding for both of us. It is an instructive exercise
to attempt to cover one’s entire research field in a single book, and the process of
doing so has forced us into corners of the theoretical and empirical literature on
democracy and democratization which we had not visited before. As Lazslo Brust
(former PhD supervisor of Jørgen Møller) has put it, “the very essence of any
scientific learning process is to get cornered and see if you can get out – because
if you get out, you will have learned something.” We have certainly been cornered
on a number of occasions during our work on this book. Most conspicuously, this
was the case when writing the chapters on classical conceptions of democracy.
However, here we have been so fortunate as to benefit from several readings by
Mogens Herman Hansen. Mogens’ lucid comments have made it possible to
escape at least this corner relatively unscathed. Whether we have been equally
adept at getting out of other corners is less certain. What is certain, however, is
that we have both learned quite a lot along the way. Our hope is that the readers
will benefit from our efforts.
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Introduction

What is democracy? Where and when – and in what guises – have there been
democracies? Why has democracy emerged and held its own in some countries
but not in others? What are the consequences of democracy? In this book, we
present a long-term, comparative perspective on democracy and democratization,
including a critical discussion of prominent answers to these questions. Others
have reviewed the extant literature on democracy and democratization (e.g.,
Grugel 2002; Sørensen 2008; Haerpfer et al. 2009). However, our take is novel in
several ways. First, we use a general conceptual distinction between ‘thinner’ and
‘thicker’ definitions of democracy to show that many of the current disagreements
– and some seemingly irreconcilable findings – can be bridged. This conceptual
edifice enables us to appreciate a pivotal message of this book, namely that the
distinction between different kinds of democracy has become very important in
recent decades, both theoretically and empirically. Second, our proposed struc-
ture is arguably the first to integrate Conceptions, Conjunctures, Causes, and
Consequences of democracy into a coherent framework, which students and
scholars can use to grasp the literature on democracy and democratization as a
whole. Third, we use a historical focus to not only lay bare the development in the
conceptions of democracy and the corresponding empirical reality but also to
discuss whether causal relationships differ in different periods and to assess the
way this has been reflected by the development within the literature.

This is not as such a chronological take on democratization, but it is surely a
logical one. We first need to understand conceptions before we can describe
empirical trends, and only then does it make sense to discuss the causes of these
trends, which, finally, paves the way for a discussion of the consequences of those
very developments. This is a neat way of covering both democratic theory (‘the
what?’), the empirical dynamics of democratization (‘the when and where?’),
explanations of this development (‘the how and why?’), and the consequences of
democracy (‘the so what?’). The book is structured in strict accordance with this
series of issues. The first part discusses the competing definitions of democracy
in the literature and presents our own position. The second part analyzes the
development of democracy across time and space based on these conceptual
distinctions. In the third part, we provide a critical overview of attempts to explain



democratic development in the past as well as in the present. In the final part, we
assess the potential consequences of democracy.

Before delving into these issues, however, a more comprehensive introduction
to the theme of democracy and democratization is called for. First and foremost,
we need to explain why the issues of democracy and democratization are attracting
so much attention today – and, by implication, why it is worthwhile reading a book
such as this. This can be broken down into two sub-questions. First, why is democ-
racy a term of universal praise? Second, why does the study of democratization
figure so prominently within political science?

Democracy: from pejorative to honorific concept

‘Democracy’ comes from the Greek demokratia. It is a synthesis of demos,
meaning people, and kratos, meaning rule, and it thus signifies ‘rule by the people’.
Over its considerable life span, the term (and the concept) has been the object of
continuous disagreement and conflict. In a book outlining the history of democ-
racy, John Dunn (2005) retells its stormy history. It is widely held that democracy
was conceived in ancient Greece – more precisely in the 6th century BC (Hansen
2010b: 14–17) – where it thrived for more than four centuries before falling to 
the sword of Rome in 146 BC. Indeed, the proportion of democracies among the
Greek poleis grew during this period. In the first half of the 4th century BC, about
two-fifths of all city-states were democracies but in the early Hellenistic Period –
before the Roman conquest in 146 BC – the majority of the Greek poleis were
democratically governed. From then on, however, oligarchy made a comeback,
and in the late imperial period democracy had all but disappeared (Hansen 
2010b: 16–17).

At the same time, the very word ‘democracy’ fell into disfavor. A major reason
for this was that all the influential philosophical tracts, which survived from
ancient Greece, were written by critics of democracy. Most vehement was Plato,
who considered it to be the penultimate form of misrule, only just better than
tyranny. But according to Dunn (2005), much of the blame must be attributed to
the less hostile treatment of Aristotle. In his political writings, Aristotle referred to
a well-functioning and stable democracy as politeia, while reserving demokratia
for its pathological twin; what the Greek historian Polybius would later refer to as
‘mob rule’ (ochlokratia). Crucially, Aristotle sometimes construed politeia as an
approximation of a mixed constitution, i.e., a blend between democracy and
oligarchy (Hansen 2010a: 519–520).1 This distinction was not quickly forgotten.
Democracy retained some honorific meaning as a part of the so-called mixed
constitution but only when tempered by monarchical and aristocratic institutions,
and not on its own.

For almost 2000 years, democracy was not only extinct as a regime form, it was
also – in its pure form – perceived as a regime that only had misery to offer.
Democracy was used pejoratively throughout the Middle Ages. Thomas Aquinas,
for one, described it as an unjust form of government (iniquum regimen) (Naess et
al. 1956: 92).2 Nor do we, with a few New Englanders as the sole possible excep-

2 Introduction



tion, find self-professed democrats during the period from the Renaissance to the
French Revolution (Naess et al. 1956: 95). Hobbes, for instance, subscribed to
Aristotle’s view of democracy as the tyranny of the poor, a position we also meet
much later with Edmund Burke (Naess et al. 1956: 99–113).

Aristotle’s distinction between unjust democracy and the preferable mixed
constitution thus held all the way until the reintroduction of democracy in the 19th
and 20th centuries. A large part of the reason was that democracy was constantly
equated with direct democracy, rather than with representative democracy. As
documented by Mogens Herman Hansen (2010b: 13), both Diderot’s Encoclopédie
(1754) and the contemporary Encyclopædia Britannica (1771) did so, and therefore
construed democracy as a purely historical phenomenon associated with Antiquity.

Dunn (2005) traces democracy’s return to the two major ‘Promethean revolts’
of the 18th century: the American (1776) and French (1789) revolutions. The
American revolutionaries, however, did not describe themselves as democrats.
James Madison, for one, did everything in his power to shore up against what he
perceived to be the chaotic forces of democracy. In the Federalist Papers, he
distinguished between a democracy (as in Athens) and a republic (as in America).
While the former was subject to the whims of the masses, the latter was guided
by elected representatives who were held accountable by an effective separation of
powers.

As has often been pointed out, in his Rights of Man Thomas Paine (1996 [1791]:
136–137) precociously suggested a fusion of democracy and representation:

By ingrafting representation upon democracy, we arrive at a system of
Government capable of embracing and confederating all the various interests
and every extent of territory and population. . . . It is on this system that 
the American Government is founded. It is representation ingrafted upon
Democracy. . . . What Athens was in miniature America will be in magnitude.

However, in this respect Paine’s was a lonely voice in the American debate. The
course of events on the other side of the Atlantic played out differently. During
the most rabid phase of the French Revolution, Maximilien Robespierre’s so-called
reign of terror, democracy returned as a rallying cry, at least for one particular
group of actors. The revolutionary Jacobins in France were drawn to the word
precisely due to its tantalizing message implying equal access to the exercise of
power – that is, the very notion that Madison and his peers had warned against.
Robespierre’s grand project was scuttled by its own excesses, but the term
democracy and the ideal of equality that was associated with it were to be denied
no longer. This was also the case with Madison’s corrective, however. And the
democratic ideal of equality and the republican notion of freedom were forged
together over time, which serves to emphasize how popular sovereignty has been
combined with barriers establishing limits on the power of the people (Manin
1997; Dunn 2005).

Hansen (2010a: 513) points to the year 1828, in which Jefferson’s and Madison’s
Democratic-Republican Party changed its name to The Democratic Party, as “the
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epoch-making year for modern representative democracy.” “It was the first really
important mass movement launched under the banner of democracy,” thereby
marking a fusion of the democratic principle and the principle of representation and
the separation of powers. As already argued, the European development was more
lethargic, but from the revolutions in 1848 we increasingly encounter a liberal
adherence to democracy (Naess et al. 1956: 124). Arne Naess et al. (1956: 125–126)
document this historical shift by demonstrating how Alexis de Tocqueville’s use
of the term changed from referring to social equality to describing a political
method (in his speeches in 1848). Tocqueville was not alone in changing his views
at this point in time. Piggybacking the great liberal revolutions of the 19th century,
democracy once again became an honorific term in some circles, only now
associated with representatives, not the direct rule of the people.

Even during the second half of the 19th century, this was more the exception
than the rule, however. It took a First World War – proclaimed by American
President Woodrow Wilson as a war to “make the world safe for democracy” – to
render democracy broadly popular. In his Modern Democracies, James Bryce
(1921: 4) could thus note the “significant change” which had produced “the
universal acceptance of democracy as the normal and natural form of government”
(see also Kelsen 1920). Over time the bourgeoisie accepted democracy for the very
reason that it had been purged of its mob rule connotations. More precisely, the
notion of popular became fused with the notion of representation, civil liberties,
and the rule of law (Manin 1997; Dunn 2005). This happened exactly because
liberals – and in time most conservatives along with them – came to the conclusion
that even a relatively broad (male) suffrage did not necessarily imperil property
rights.

In this Gestalt, democracy has managed to strangle all of its challengers. To be
sure, democracy was again placed on the defensive in the years leading up to
World War II, but only briefly. And this challenge was not so much reflected in a
renewed pejorative use of the word; most undemocratic forces actually framed
themselves as democratic forces (see, e.g., Kelsen 1955: 1). As the genuinely
democratic countries emerged victoriously from the epic confrontations of the 20th
century – first with fascism and later with communism – the road was paved for the
current status of the word as the label for the ‘best’ form of political rule.3 In fact,
democracy has assumed an entirely unique position in the vocabulary of con-
temporary mankind. It has come to shine so brightly that it is hardly necessary to
defend its merits. Anyone renouncing democracy is excluded from good company,
more or less regardless of their reasons for doing so.

We will return to this issue. However, the consensus in recent decades regarding
the virtues of democracy does not mean that there is – or ever has been – common
ground when it comes to defining democracy. Most telling is the fact that many of
the decidedly non-democratic states of the 20th century were – by the governing
elites – referred to as democracies. This is the case with the Eastern European
‘people’s democracies’ during the communist period and with a number of military
regimes, such as Nasser’s ‘presidential democracy’ in Egypt, Sukarno’s ‘guided
democracy’ in Indonesia, Franco’s ‘organic democracy’ in Spain, and Trujillo’s
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‘neo-democracy’ in the Dominican Republic (Finer 1962: 242). In all of these cases,
the dictator or party has claimed to serve as the guarantor for putting the actual
interest of the people into practice. The corresponding assertion has been that the
regime was therefore more democratic than the states in which the members of an
ignorant population made a more or less informed decision at the ballot-box.

Showing that these cases involve an implausible ‘conceptual stretching’ of the
word democracy is relatively straightforward (cf. Sartori 1970). However, this is
hardly the final word in this matter. On the most general level, it is necessary to
distinguish between substantive definitions (defining democracy in terms of its
content), which, for example, emphasize the need for economic equality, or the
existence of ‘public deliberation’, as opposed to procedural definitions, which
focus narrowly on the presence or absence of an institutional framework consisting
of characteristics such as competitive elections, civil liberties, and the rule of law.
We account for the various conceptions of democracy throughout the ages – from
ancient Greece to the present day – in Chapters 1 and 2, and against this back-
ground we provide a systematic ordering of procedural definitions in the form of
a typology of democratic regimes in Chapter 3.

The democratization literature

The disagreements concerning the definitions have not prevented politicians,
political scientists, historians, philosophers, and others from attempting – as long
as democracy has existed – to take a step backwards and reveal its source. In other
words, there is a veritable cornucopia of explanations as to what promotes
democratization; that is, movements in the direction of (more) democracy. One of
the first offerings was handed down by the aforementioned Aristotle. According to
Aristotle (2008 [350 BC]): 170 [1296a]), there are two possible explanations as to
why autocratic rule in a city-state, a polis, collapses and democracy emerges in its
place. First, the masses can revolt on the grounds that they have been treated
unjustly. Second, internal conflicts can arise between the governing oligarchies,
after which one faction allies itself with the masses.

Aristotle’s explanation may appear somewhat superficial; a popular takeover is,
after all, pretty much the definition of a transition to democracy. But for the first
2000 years after the birth of democracy in ancient Greece, it was more or less
always such rather obvious explanations being pursued in the field. A telling
example may be found as late as in the Renaissance, where Niccolò Machiavelli
(1970 [1517]: 160, 247 [I.17, i.55]) postulated that a democracy – what he referred
to as a republic – emerges when the citizens are equal and virtuous, while an
aristocracy or monarchy results when the citizens are unequal and corrupted.

This shallowness is probably due to a feature of both Antique and Renaissance
political thinking, which Bertrand Russell (2004 [1946]: 471) has observed with
specific reference to Machiavelli, namely the preoccupation with concrete
lawgivers or great founders and the concomitant absence of an understanding of
other (less actor-centered) causal drivers of political change. On this basis, Russell
(2004 [1946]: 471) notes that:

Introduction 5



The conception of a community as an organic growth, which the statesmen
can only affect to a limited extent, is in the main modern, and has been greatly
strengthened by the theory of evolution. This conception is not to be found in
Machiavelli any more than in Plato.

Looking for ‘deeper’ explanations accounting for democratization, we must
therefore fast-forward to the first half of the 19th century. In his portrayal of the
American democracy of his day, Democracy in America (De la démocratie en
Amérique), Tocqueville (1998 [1835/1840]) attributes its vitality to finely branched
voluntary organizations; what we today would call a strong civil society.
According to this perspective, democracy is interlinked with the capacity of the
citizenry to keep the state authority on a short leash.

Another example is found half a century later. In the first pages of The
Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (Die protestantische Ethik und der
‘Geist’ des Kapitalismus), Max Weber (2005 [1904/1905]) formulated the thesis
that the democratic development in Great Britain should be traced back to the
Protestant Reformation. Here, it is the individualism produced by Protestantism
which accounts for the emergence of democracy. Finally, proceeding another 50
years forward in history, Seymour Martin Lipset (1959) wrote an article entitled
‘Some Social Requisites of Democracy: Economic Development and Political
Legitimacy’ in which he pointed to a general connection between affluence and
democracy. Lipset’s admirably simple observation was that affluent countries are
typically democratic, whereas this is rarely the case with impoverished countries.

Beginning with Lipset, the modern democratization literature has gradually
established itself as a distinct discipline within political science. But though Lipset
and a few other great names from the field, including Robert A. Dahl and
Barrington Moore, provided a number of important contributions in the decades to
follow, the democratization literature first gathered sustained momentum in the
mid-1980s. The turning point was the publication of the four-volume work entitled
Transitions from Authoritarian Rule in 1986. The fourth volume, which is a brief
concluding essay, was written by Guillermo O’Donnell and Philippe Schmitter
(1986). They took odds with the previous focus in the literature on structural con-
ditions. Instead, they directed their attention to the societal elites and emphasized
how the introduction of democracy is primarily the result of the contingent choices
made by the significant actors and that democratization can therefore appear in the
most unexpected places.

O’Donnell and Schmitter’s essay has since established itself among the most
frequently cited works in the democratization literature. It is also said to have had
a direct influence on activists in non-democratic countries such as South Africa
during Apartheid. O’Donnell and Schmitter thus set a course that has been
followed ever since. In recent decades the field has developed into a veritable
industry. Explaining the emergence of democracy still takes up the most space,
but it goes hand-in-hand with practical recommendations for the promotion of
democracy and democratic quality. In other words, it is now possible to talk about
democracy assistance in much the same vein as we have previously referred to
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development assistance/aid. In many cases the two have actually merged. The field
is therefore populated by innumerable researchers, experts, and consultants who –
based in university milieus, think-tanks, aid organizations, and civil service
apparatuses – contribute to the theoretical literature as well as providing advice to
politicians, aid workers, and activists.

In this book, we make a general distinction between four kinds of explanatory
perspectives within the democratization literature (modernization theory, the social
forces tradition, transitology, and international factors). We discuss each of these
perspectives in detail in Chapters 7 to 10 and we discuss the possibility of com-
bining some or all of them in Chapter 11. Here, we are preoccupied with a distinct
question: Why did a discipline that enjoyed a relatively modest status within
political science in the first decades following World War II suddenly ascend to the
prominent position it presently occupies?

The third wave of democratization

The increased attention has certainly been fed by the veritable explosion in recent
decades in the number of democratic countries. Samuel P. Huntington (1991) intro-
duced his renowned book about democratization, The Third Wave: Democratization
in the Late Twentieth Century, with a thrilling description of the Portuguese
‘Carnation Revolution’ in 1974. Huntington’s point was that the bloodless revolu-
tion was the first indication of what he refers to as the ‘third wave of democratiza-
tion’. In the years to come, this wave flooded Southern Europe, where first Greece
(later the same year) and subsequently Spain (1978) turned their backs on their
autocratic regimes. But that was not all. The tide continued, soon reaching Latin
America and Southeast Asia before finally arriving in Sub-Saharan Africa and the
former communist countries, where the fall of the Berlin Wall (1989) and disin-
tegration of the Soviet Union (1991) symbolized the crumbling of some major
barriers.

We analyze this third wave and the two previous waves in Chapters 5 and 6,
while the historical roots of representative democracy are dealt with in Chapter 4.
But a couple of figures quickly establish that the development has led to an
unprecedented high water mark of democracy. According to our calculations, 26
percent of the world’s countries were what we in this book term ‘minimalist
democracies’ (see Chapter 3) in 1972. Twenty years later, this percentage had
increased to roughly 53, and at the time of writing it is close to 60. Other counts
indicate the same tendency, even though the absolute numbers vary. In short, and
regardless of the measures used, the world has never been as democratic as in
recent decades.

However, one could also argue that the category of democratic countries has
never been as heterogeneous (cf. Mair 2008). Going back a single generation, most
democracies were situated in Western Europe, North America, and Oceania. Today,
we must look to the most remote corners of the world if we are to report every last
democracy. This is where diversity enters the stage. Contemporary democracies 
all carry out competitive elections. Otherwise, they would be non-democratic by
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definition. But there is considerable diversity with respect to the other relevant
characteristics, such as respect for political liberties and the rule of law.

This is best understood using the classic Latin per genus et differentiam
principle, which explicitly or implicitly serves as the basis for most definitions.
Genus is that which all members of a given category have in common. In the case
of democracy, this is competitive elections. Differentiam is that which distin-
guishes the members of the category from one another. Here, the list is virtually
endless in today’s world. Of greatest relevance, obviously, are the elements
referred to above: political liberties and the rule of law. As we shall see, this is
because they are often directly tied to the definition of democracy. But the dif-
ferences also outweigh the similarities in terms of accompanying properties – or
possible consequences – such as international and domestic peace, economic
growth, famines, and social equality, issues we return to in Chapters 12 and 13.

For our purposes, the important aspect is that the combination of the spread of
democracy and the pronounced differences between distinct forms of democracy
has stimulated interest in questions of democratization in at least two ways. First,
the positions sway back and forth on the front lines of democracy; some countries
democratize, while others relapse into autocratic rule. To many observers, this
remarkable upheaval is more interesting than the general stability of Western
democracies, where the great political battles are a thing of the past.4 Second, the
diversity within the democratic category is interesting in itself. For how can we
explain that the rule of law in some democracies exists only on paper while in
others it is woven into the social tapestry? And is it possible to tie the different
forms of democracy together with the heterogeneous political, economic, and
social development of the respective countries?

From autocracy to democracy

We will attempt to answer these questions – and many others – in this book. But
suffice here to further elaborate on a particular reason behind the new interest in
the subject of democracy, which we have already alluded to, namely that the
variation within the democratic category has increased substantially in recent
decades, and since the breakdown of communism in particular.

This is reflected in the focus of researchers dealing with political regimes. It 
is striking how the literature displayed far greater interest in autocracies up until
the 1980s. From the 1950s until the early 1980s, very many researchers were
interested in the variation in the non-democratic categories – conceptually as well
as empirically (Mair 2008). Worth mentioning are the studies carried out by Hannah
Arendt (1951) and Carl Friedrich and Zbigniew Brezinski (1968) of the Nazi and
communist totalitarian regimes; O’Donnell’s (1973) analysis of ‘bureaucratic-
authoritarian’ regimes; Huntington’s (1968) work addressing political instability in
developing countries; and Juan J. Linz’s (1975) renowned distinction between
authoritarian and totalitarian regimes.

At present, it is instead the democratic category that is captivating scholars.
David Collier and Steven Levitsky (1996) set about describing this new tendency
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in the mid-1990s, and they began by tallying the number of definitions of democ-
racy found in the literature. They stopped counting after hitting 550! There is no
evidence indicating that this development has since stalled. The literature teems
with more or less systematic typologies of various forms of democracy, such as
liberal democracy, electoral democracy, and defective democracy (Møller &
Skaaning 2010). At the same time, it is striking how the autocratic category has, at
least until very recently, been neglected. It is rarely included directly in typologies,
and there are only a few systematic attempts at spelling out the variations between
the various forms of regimes within the autocratic residual category, attempts
which we briefly address in Chapter 3.

The democratic Zeitgeist

Another reason why democratization now occupies an independent and very
central position in political science is the following: In the latest generation,
democracy has won the battle for ideas to the extent that Francis Fukuyama (1992)
proclaimed the end of history in the aftermath of the communist breakdown and
the dissolution of the Soviet Union between 1989 and 1991. The non-democratic
challengers – and particularly the totalitarian alternative – enjoy hardly any popular
support in the new and old democracies alike. Whereas democracy was on the
defensive for most of the interwar period and had a considerable opponent during
the Cold War, it is now the ‘last man standing’ on the battlefield of political ideas.

While many of the new democracies are marked by corruption, judicial arbi-
trariness, and poor economic performance – and the respective populations
therefore have a considerable lack of confidence in their elected politicians, the
judiciary, and the police – a large majority nevertheless support democracy as the
preferable form of political rule (Klingemann 1999; Chu et al. 2008; Norris 2011).
In short, the notion of democracy stands stronger than it has in decades, perhaps
stronger than ever before. The only partial exception to this pattern is political
Islam (or Islamism), which has formulated an ideological alternative to liberal
democracy. For the time being, however, this exception has yet to lead to actual
democratic breakdowns.

More than a century ago, the English liberal politician Sir William Vernon
Harcourt famously declared: “We are all socialists now.” Today, keeping the
above considerations in mind, it would hardly be an exaggeration to declare that
we are all democrats now. The statement would at least appear to have greater
validity than was the case with Harcourt’s statement. This Zeitgeist has increased
the interest in research in democratization in two ways.

First, the monopoly of democracy on legitimacy is one of the factors con-
tributing to the third wave of democratization. More specifically, this is part of the
reason why so many countries continue to carry out democratic elections, even
though they are unable to maintain the rule of law ideal characteristic of Western
democracies. In addition, as already pointed out, these illiberal combinations of
democratic characteristics motivate many of the current studies addressing the
subject. Second, researchers are humans too, and they are therefore influenced by
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their political convictions. Just think of the great interest in Marxism that followed
in the wake of the ‘youth rebellions’ of the 1960s and thrived in university milieus
in the Western world in the 1970s and 1980s. Today, democratic theory and the
study of democratization processes are among the big draws.

In other words, there is good reason for writing a book such as this. In the course
of this introductory chapter, we have directed the reader’s attention towards some
impulses that have contributed to stimulating interest in democracy and democ-
ratization. There is the explosion in the number of democracies that has simul-
taneously led to unprecedented democratic diversity, and there is the democratic
Zeitgeist, which has rendered devoting one’s scientific and political activities to
democracy and democratization fashionable and interesting. This book represents
an attempt at traversing this literature.
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Part I

Conceptions
Democracy – what is it?





1 Conceptions of democracy 
in ancient Greece

Yet a term that means anything means nothing. And so it has become with
‘democracy’, which nowadays is not so much a term of restricted and specific
meaning as a vague endorsement of a popular idea.

(Dahl 1989: 2)

These are the words of the most prominent scholar working on democracy after
World War II. His message is indicative of the debate surrounding the concept 
of democracy. Democracy offers an apt example of what Walter Bryce Gallie has
referred to as ‘essentially contested concepts’: concepts that are characterized by
disagreement regarding the fundamental meaning. In fact, Gallie (1956: 184)
suggested that democracy is the essentially contested concept par excellence, i.e.,
democracy is a construction about which there will never be agreement because it
is multidimensional, abstract, qualitative, internally complex, and evaluative (see
also Held 2006: 2).

There is definitely something in this; but social science requires clearly defined
concepts (Sartori 1970). To determine if a given country is a democracy or the
extent to which it is democratic, we must know what democracy is (and is not).
This is also the case if we are interested in studying causes and consequences of
democracy. The minimum requirement is therefore the ability to present one or
more definitions of democracy. We return to this in Chapter 3, where we discuss
some of the definitions frequently employed in empirical democratization research
and order them in a typology.

Our purpose here and in Chapter 2 is somewhat different. In these two chapters,
we outline the contours of some of the most significant conceptions of democracy
through the ages. The structure and content of our discussion of conceptions of
democracy is inspired by three central bodies of works dealing with this issue. The
first is the influential overview provided by David Held (2006) in Models of
Democracy. The second is the work of Robert A. Dahl, who has done more than
anyone else to create clarity about what characterizes and justifies democratic rule.
The third is the works of Mogens Herman Hansen on democracy in classical
Athens and beyond.

Dahl, Held, and Hansen all situate the origins of democracy as both idea and
practice in ancient Greece. Indeed, the most important theorists trace democracy



back to the ancient Greeks.1 This, therefore, is where we begin. More particularly,
it seems pertinent to start with an excerpt from one of the most famous speeches
of all times, the great Athenian statesman Pericles’ Funeral Oration – or, more
precisely, Thucydides’ report of it:

It has the name democracy because government is in the hands not of the few
but of the majority. In private disputes all are equal before the law; and when
it comes to esteem in public affairs, a man is preferred according to his own
reputation for something, not, on the whole, just turn and turn about, but for
excellence, and even in poverty no man is debarred by obscurity of reputation
so long as he has it in him to do some good service to the state.

(Hansen 1999: 73)

This passage is often used to summarize the Athenian understanding of democ-
racy. In a historical perspective, the regime and ideology that Pericles is describing
is nothing less than revolutionary. Throughout most of recorded history, human
societies have been characterized by political hierarchy. This has generally
assumed either the form of rule by a single person (monarchy/tyranny) or rule by
the few (aristocracy/oligarchy). Some 2600 years ago, however, a number of
Greek city-states began breaking down the monopoly on power held by the narrow
elite. In Democracy and Its Critics, Dahl (1989) accordingly describes how the
very idea of the ‘rule of the many’ emerged in ancient Greece, more specifically in
Athens. Dahl refers to this as the first democratic transformation.

The understanding of liberty in the ancient polis

But what were the ancient ideas about democracy? It is often asserted that the
classical understanding of democracy differs fundamentally from the modern,
liberal view (see Sartori 1987: 158).2 This claim is first and foremost founded in
the understanding of liberty. Benjamin Constant (1988 [1819]), in his renowned
lecture entitled The Liberty of the Ancients Compared with that of the Moderns
(De la liberté des Anciens comparée à celle des Modernes), underlined that the
citizens in the Greek city-states were only free in the sense that they participated
in the political decision-making process. In other words, citizens were liberated
by their political participation, regardless of which chains the decisions of the
majority placed upon them (see also Berlin 2002 [1995]: 283–284; Fried 2007).

According to this view, one could also say that the citizens of the polis had no
experience with civil liberties or the rule of law. The critics of Athenian democracy
often refer to Socrates’ trial in order to illustrate this point. Not only is this one of
the most renowned trials in human history due to Plato’s ‘Socratic dialogues’;
Socrates was actually sentenced to death for having led the youth astray, that is, for
expressing his opinions. As such, the case arguably demonstrates the distance to
the modern ideal regarding freedom of speech.

Inspired by Constant, Isaiah Berlin (2002 [1958]) drew a distinction between the
‘positive’ understanding of liberty in Antiquity and the ‘negative’ understanding
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of liberty among classical liberals. Whereas Berlin very much maintains Constant’s
modern liberty (the negative conception), without noticing it he alters Constant’s
ancient liberty (the positive conceptions). To Berlin, the positive conception of
liberty demands not so much that people participate in politics but rather that they
are able to control themselves, restrain their passions, and realize themselves via
their reason (Hansen 2010d: 315–318). This is in contrast to negative liberty, which
Berlin identified in the English liberal tradition, where liberty is defined as the
absence of physical coercion, in particular from officialdom. According to Berlin,
the negative sense of liberty (i.e., negative liberty as an ideal) was entirely absent in
the Greek city-states, even if the citizens did occasionally enjoy genuine personal
liberty.

The famous critique forwarded by Constant and Berlin against the antique
understanding of liberty has not gone unchallenged, however. Others have empha-
sized how the Greek city-states produced a political idea closely resembling the
modern understanding of democracy. Hansen (1989) thus points out that the Greek
democracies celebrated two ideals: liberty (eleutheria) and equality (isonomia),
and that liberty was paramount to equality. Among other sources, he draws upon
Aristotle’s famous description of the principles of democracy. This deserves to 
be quoted at length, as it is such a central factor in the disagreement over the
respective understandings of democracy in ancient Greece:

The basis of a democratic state is liberty; which, according to the common
opinion of men, can only be enjoyed in such a state – this they affirm to be the
great end of every democracy. One principle of liberty is for all to rule and be
ruled in turn, and indeed democratic justice is the application of numerical
not proportionate equality; whence it follows that the majority must be
supreme, and that whatever the majority approve must be the end and the just.
Every citizen, it is said, must have equality, and therefore in a democracy the
poor have more power than the rich, because there are more of them, and the
will of the majority is supreme. This, then, is one note of liberty which all
democrats affirm to be the principle of their state. Another is that a man should
live as he likes. This, they say, is the privilege of a freeman; and, on the other
hand, not to live as a man likes is the mark of a slave. This is the second
characteristic of democracy, whence has arisen the claim of men to be ruled
by none, if possible, or, if this is impossible, to rule and be ruled in turns; and
so it coincides with the freedom based upon equality.

(Aristotle 2008 [350 BC]: 280)

Naturally, however, the crux of the matter is what liberty meant in the Athenian
context. The problem is that the Greek eleutheria would appear to have been a
rather vague term without a particularly well-specified meaning3 (see also Held
2006: 16). On one level it denoted being free as opposed to being a slave, that is,
a question of status. Within the democratic sphere, however, the word had other
meanings. Hansen (1989: 10–11) notes that, in the quote, Aristotle presents
eleutheria as two rather different things: the right to participate politically and the
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right to freedom from political repression, including the right to arrange one’s life
according to one’s own choices. The latter meaning is very close to Berlin’s
negative sense of liberty.

Pericles’ Funeral Oration likewise indicates that democracy was associated with
the tripod of equality, liberty, and tolerance; three values that operated in the private
and public sphere alike. As regards the notion of personal liberty, it was first and
foremost freedom of speech and legal protection that distinguished the democracies
from the oligarchies of the day. The Athenian statesman Demosthenes provides a
telling example of the opposing perspectives on the freedom of speech when
pointing out that while the Athenians had the right to criticize democracy and praise
the Spartan constitution, the Spartans were unable to praise any constitution other
than their own. And when Demosthenes was accused of non-democratic behavior
by his opponent Aischines, because he had arrested an Athenian without basis 
in any decree adopted by the people, the emphasis was on the rule of law (Hansen
1999: 77).

In arguing the case for a negative conception of freedom in democratic poleis,
Hansen also makes reference to Socrates’ trial. While this was clearly an attack
upon free speech, he sees the furore surrounding the trial as illustrating how the
protection of personal liberties was an actual ideal. It was just that it was not
always respected, which has also been the case in many modern democracies.
What is more, the trial occurred in a period of upheaval for Athens, shortly after a
brutal civil war, which makes the transgression part of a more general anomaly.
Finally, we can observe that Aristotle’s and Plato’s famous criticisms of democ-
racy owed much to their criticism of what amounts to a negative conception of
liberty. In fact, Plato’s outright dismissal of democracy seems to be a consequence
of his understanding of the democratic freedom as the freedom of each citizen to
do as he pleases (i.e., as negative liberty). Why would particularly Plato but also
Aristotle spend so much effort denouncing the negative conception of freedom in
the democracies of the day, had this not been something that existed on the
ground?4

Note in this connection that Constant actually recognized that one antique
exception to his scheme existed, namely classical Athens, where the liberty of the
moderns – the right to live one’s life as one pleased – was indeed recognized
(Hansen 2010b: 6, 13). But Constant took Sparta, where no such negative liberty
was recognized, as the symptomatic model of the classical polis, regarding Athens
as an aberration. Ignoring Constant’s distinction between Athens and Sparta,
Berlin, on the other hand, claimed that even the Athenians did not appreciate
negative liberty.

Direct democracy

One area where contemporary democracy undoubtedly distinguishes itself from
the democracy of Antiquity is regarding our use of elected representatives, who
appoint a government and pass legislation. The modern representative model
would have seemed foreign to a citizen in ancient Greek democracies.5 The
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democracy of the city-states was a direct democracy. All of the citizens had the
right to participate in the popular assembly and debate political decisions. The
basic ideal was for all (male) citizens to participate in the exercise of government
and the legislative process, meaning that democracy was deliberately carried out
by amateurs. None of the officeholders could be professional, since, if profes-
sionals are involved, they will always manage to take over and transform democ-
racy into an oligarchy (Hansen 1999: 236, 308). The Greeks knew nothing about
the ‘career politician’ – the politician making his living from politics – although
statesmen such as Themistocles, Pericles, and Demosthenes dominated the
Athenian polis in different periods.

In practice, maintaining direct democracy without an administrative apparatus
was impossible. Nevertheless, in order to be able to respect the amateur principle
as much as possible, the Greeks applied an approximation in the form of a rotation
principle based on drawing lots. In every part of the civil service, the citizens took
turns attending to the public offices. These offices were usually held for a relatively
brief period of time, and the appointment was normally decided by lots drawn
among the candidates who volunteered. Athenian democracy was thus a ‘democ-
racy by sortition’, where the citizens took turns ruling one another. Indeed, the
core characteristic of Greek popular rule is to be found in the use of lot, which was
seen as the only genuinely democratic principle. Tellingly, Aristotle categorizes
the elections of magistrates as oligarchic (Manin 1997: 41–42; Russell 2004
[1946]: 183–184).

The amateur principle did of course have its limits. The appointment of generals
(strategoi), for example, was not subject to the rotation principle. Here, skill was
the ultimate requirement, particularly in times of war. But the pivot of the
democratic polis was the absolute political equality of the citizens as guaranteed by
direct participation in legislative and court proceedings (Held 2006: 27). The
modern distinction between state and society in general and civil servants and
citizens in particular was therefore not especially crisp in the Greek city-states.
Some scholars have even argued that there was no general distinction drawn
between citizens, politicians, and civil servants (e.g., Holmes 1979). As Held
(2006: 14–15) writes:

The principle of government was the principle of a form of life: direct
participation. And the process of government itself was based on . . . free and
unrestricted discourse, guaranteed by isegoria, an equal right to speak in the
sovereign assembly . . . Accordingly, the ancient democratic polis can be
thought of as an attempt to enable men of different backgrounds and attributes
to express and transform the understanding of the good through political
interaction . . . Decisions and laws rested, it was claimed, on conviction – the
force of the better argument – and not mere custom, habit or brute force.

Other scholars have argued that – in practice – the polis of Athens operated with
distinction between public and private eerily similar to modern practice (e.g.,
Hansen 1998: 86–95). However, this distinction was not founded in the existence
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of individual human rights as it is in the modern liberal conception (see Holmes
1979: fn. 118). In that sense, the ancient Greek understanding of democracy
differed significantly from the modern liberal understanding, which allows private
persons to remain private persons as political participation is voluntary (Holmes
1995: 31). Modern representative democracy, so to speak, makes no demands on
the political vigilance of citizens.6 Indeed, the negative conception of liberty
expressly includes the freedom not to get involved in politics (Holmes 1979,
1982). Instead, modern democracy rests on a much more indirect control principle,
namely that the citizenry have the right to elect and dismiss the government should
they wish to do so.

In this context, it is telling that the Greek word for private person, idiōtēs,7

would attain the meaning ‘uneducated or ignorant’ (hence the English ‘idiot’) in
late vulgar Latin. For the Greeks, political participation defined democracy.
Democracy had no meaning without participation, and this is probably where the
observations made by Constant and Berlin about the distinction between ancient
liberty or positive liberty as opposed to the modern negative liberty have most
purchase (cf. Posner 2003: 144). Notice in this connection that Constant’s
distinction was anchored in the argument that modern liberty only became possible
as a consequence of the disjunction between state and society following the
Reformation. In Antiquity, where no such dividing line existed, individual rights
against the encroachment of the state on society made little or no sense (Holmes
1982: 54–56).

A controversial ideal

Instead of distinguishing between state and society, the Greeks distinguished
between public and private. What was public concerned the polis – a community
of citizens (politai) only. Thus a basic distinction was citizen versus non-citizen.
Of all of the residents of the polis of Athens, probably about half held full citi-
zenship. However, women were excluded beforehand from any form of partici-
pation, as were the metoik – free non-citizens, who usually hailed from other parts
of Greece – and of course the slaves. Although the economic importance and
proportion of slaves to citizens has often been exaggerated (e.g., Held 2006: 19),
to some extent it was the labor of the slaves that enabled the citizenry to attend to
the requirements of political participation on amateur terms. According to
Douglass North (1981: 104),

Greek democracy was inseparable from Greek slavery (or helotry in Sparta)
since the structure of political-economic organization which permitted direct
democracy of citizens required a labor force of slaves or helots to perform the
basic functions of the economy in order that citizens could be released for
political, judicial and military activity.

Though this exaggerates the economic and political importance of slaves, it is
certainly the case that it was the down-sizing of the demos that made direct

18 Conceptions: democracy – what is it?



democracy possible. In this sense this was obviously a society based on privileges.
This is where later democrats have stood in line to point fingers at the democracy
of the Greek city-states. As Dahl (1989: 22) puts it, we are dealing with an ideal
that is by definition exclusive, both externally and internally. It could never be
extended beyond the polis, and never further than to the citizens in the polis.
Against that background, the whole modern notion of human rights or merely
abstract principles about equality in relation to the law made little sense to the
Greeks. Liberty was exclusive, since it was inextricably connected to the status as
citizen of the city-state community (Held 2006: 19). Modern democrats have
therefore asserted that Greek democracy was in fact an oligarchy, where a select
few attended to the interests of the many.

Somewhat paradoxically, the notion of direct democracy – without vigorous
liberal counters – has at the same time been criticized for inevitably leading to the
tyranny of the majority.8 The whims of the people become the compass for politics.
Ostracism and arbitrary violations of the lives and property of private persons
became the order of the day, together with adventurous foreign policy. This was
James Madison’s (1987 [1788]: 126) point in The Federalist Papers when he
thundered against the ancient democracies. Until the mid-1800s, the great thinkers
and statesmen practically stood in line in order to denounce the ancient direct
democracy. Indeed, we already meet these points of criticism in the heydays of
Athenian democracy. There are hardly any surviving philosophical tracts
defending democracy (Held 2006: 13). Most of the elaborate descriptions of the
understanding of democracy that we do have were written by those who criticized
democracy – although there are isolated fragments from its supporters, such as
Pericles’ Funeral Oration. The great Greek philosophers were either skeptical, such
as Aristotle, or outright hostile, such as Plato, towards the democratic ideal. In this
context, it is worth noting what Aristotle called for to replace democracy. As
mentioned in the Introduction, Aristotle, in his classical regime typology –
depicted in Figure 1.1 – distinguished between well-functioning and stable popular
rule, politeia, and a perverse variant thereof, demokratia.9

The basic difference between politeia and demokratia is that, in the former case,
the citizens have the means to equip themselves as Hoplites (foot soldiers) to serve
the city-state militarily, meaning that this form of popular rule rests on the armed
citizen.10 The politeia is consequently based on the existence of a large middle
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class of peasant-soldiers rather than an impoverished mass of citizens: on middle-
class rule rather than on the rule of the poor (which characterizes demokratia).

In the more empirical parts of his Politics, Aristotle largely ignores monarchy,
since virtually no specimens were in existence in the Greece of his day (Sparta,
with its two kings, being a partial exception). Instead he contrasts the rule of the
few and the rule of the many and teases out the different degrees of purity with
which each type can be encountered (Hansen 2010a: 519–520). The purer the 
form (denoted by oligarchia and demokratia, respectively), the more perverse is
the type. Contrariwise, the golden mean between the two (rendered by either
aristokratia or politeia) was perceived by Aristotle as the best constitution in
practice. Aristokratia and politeia are thus seen as closer to being a ‘mixed
constitution’, which in Aristotle’s version fuses the rule of the few with the rule of
the many. According to Aristotle, the social classes or the political institutions or
both must be mixed to produce such a regime form. The typical examples from
Antiquity are those of Sparta and Rome. The felicitous consequence of such a
combination is that the democratic power of the majority is tempered, which puts
a damper on arbitrariness.

We even meet the ideal of the mixed constitution in some of Plato’s later
writings (Held 2006: 27), and it is important to note that it was this very ideal about
the favorable, mixed constitution that served as the basis for much of the
democratic theory in the 18th and 19th centuries. Oftentimes, it has not been
Aristotle’s classical scheme but the slightly different version of Polybios which
has been most influential. Polybios differs from Aristotle in two important ways.
First, he renders the good version of popular rule as demokratia whereas he terms
the bad version mob rule (ochlokratia). Second – and this is where his imprint
upon later thinking has been the biggest – he maintains that the mixed constitution
actually fuses all of the three types of monarchy, aristocracy, and democracy
(Hansen 2010a: 519–521).

Understanding the notion of the mixed constitution in this way, we may say that
democracy shed its skin after ancient Greece while significant elements in Western
political thinking have been quite constant. It is telling that Thomas Aquinas, who
railed against democracy as a pure type, celebrated the mixed constitution. Indeed,
the doctrine about the golden mean, including its democratic element, was cele-
brated throughout the period in which democracy, on its own, carried derogatory
connotations.

Conclusions

We further pursue the importance of the mixed constitution in the next chapter.
Here, two points are important. On the one hand, Athenian democracy undoubt-
edly deserves the title. This is, after all, where the notion of popular sovereignty
had its origins; it was here that the autocratic chains were systematically broken for
the first time. Similarly, we have seen how supplementary values such as freedom
of speech and the rule of law were already valued and enforced (albeit with
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significant exceptions) in ancient Greece. On the other hand, the liberal doctrine
that the individual unto himself possesses a set of inviolable rights was not
prevalent (Holmes 1979; Held 2006: 13–14, 26). To quote Sartori (1987: 285):

The ancients did not, and could not, recognize the individual as a person and,
concurrently, as a ‘private self’ entitled to respect, for the obvious reason that
this conception came with Christianity and was subsequently developed by
the Renaissance, by Protestantism, and by the modern school of natural law.
What the Greek individualistic spirit lacked, then, was the notion of a
legitimate private space conceived as the moral as well as the juridical pro-
tection of the single human person.

We can return one last time to Socrates’ trial here. As Dahl (1989: 219) underlines,
Socrates in any case did not have a ‘constitutional right’ to preach dissenting views
as have citizens in modern, liberal democracies. In that sense, it would appear as
though the modern negative sense of liberty – in the form of basic human rights
that exist prior to and stand above the political process – had yet to make its mark.

In our discussion, we have concentrated on the conception and practice of
democracy in the classical era. This entire discussion begs the question in one
particular regard, however: Just how much has the Athenian precedent mattered
for modern democracy empirically? It is interesting to note that Hansen (2010c),
being so adamant about the basic similarity between Athenian and modern
democracy – in particular as an ideology – categorically asserts that we neither
find an unbroken tradition, nor a broken tradition nor even just inspiration linking
modern democratic institutions to those of Athens. In fact, according to Hansen
(2010c: xxxii):

Not one single Athenian institution seems to have left its mark on posterity
neither in the Middle Ages nor in the Early Modern period – when democracy
was still conceived as direct rule by the people – nor in the 19th century –
when democracy became conceived as representative government based on
elections.

To the extent that Antiquity inspired the modern crafters of first republicanism and
later democracy, the Roman precedent was the important one. This is exactly
where the doctrine of the mixed constitution comes to the fore. Before examin-
ing how the modern, liberal sense of freedom fused with democracy, we must
therefore outline the role of republicanism. This also means that we are now
seeking to elucidate the road which leads to Dahl’s (1989: ch. 2) second demo-
cratic transformation, i.e., the coming together of republicanism, representation,
and the logic of equality. This is the objective of Chapter 2.
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2 Conceptions of democracy 
from ancient Rome to our time

Elements of the ancient Greek understanding of democracy could be found in
Rome and later yet in the northern Italian republicanism of the late Middle Ages.
However, over the course of the past 200 years, modern – or liberal – democracy
has replaced the classical understanding of democracy (Dahl 1989).

In this chapter we set out to capture the shift in the conceptions of democracy
that brought about the dominant (although not undisputed) conception of the
present era, namely that of liberal, representative democracy. We do not rigidly
follow a timeline, as we to some extent divide the conceptions of democracy
thematically (cf. Held 2006). In this connection it is important to understand that
there has not merely been a shift in the ideas about democracy but also a shift in
the level of the political unit. Whereas the Greek understanding of democracy and
the republicanism of the late Middle Ages revolved around the city-state, the polis
or civitas/città (a micro state), modern democracy is tied to the national or
territorial state (a macro state). The main thrust of Robert A. Dahl’s second
democratic transformation is exactly that the conception of democracy became
adapted to the national state and that representation replaced direct democracy.
According to Dahl, this shift only occurred in the 18th and 19th centuries; but, as
we shall see, its roots should be traced further back in time.

Republicanism – from ancient Rome to the Renaissance

Horace, the great Roman poet, coined the famous line about how “Conquered
Greece conquered her brute victor and brought her arts into rustic Latium.” One
may further argue that ancient Rome also carried the torch after Hellas in the
political sphere, even though Roman republicanism had different roots than ancient
Greek democracy. The Roman republic kept the notion of popular sovereignty
alive, but only to a limited degree, since the republic was an oligarchy rather than
a democracy, even when only considering the group of people possessing Roman
citizenship (Held 2006: 28). Henrik Mouritsen (2001: 1) argues that “On the one
hand, the Roman people wielded tremendous, almost unlimited powers . . . On the
other hand, Rome was also an aristocratic society, where the elite controlled vast
economic resources and monopolized public office.” Republican Rome was
characterized by a limited number of families largely controlling public affairs.



Unequal voting rules, political privileges, and patron–client structures (clientele)
meant that these nobiles – a jumble of powerful patrician and plebeian families –
took turns electing members as consuls, which was the highest office in the
republic. Moreover, they dominated the Senate and provided most of the tribunes
of the plebs.

In addition to incorporating certain elements of the notion of popular sov-
ereignty, Roman republicanism also included innovations that are important from
a democratic perspective. First, the republic was characterized by separate organs,
such as the consuls, the Senate, and the tribunes, which balanced each other. As
Machiavelli was later to note, the republic constituted a clear instance of a mixed
constitution with elements of monarchy (the consuls), aristocracy (the Senate), and
a popular element (the assembly and the tribunes). Second, the Roman legal
practice was far more developed than anything we know from ancient Greece
(Gress 1998: 99). Cicero, the greatest Roman thinker, emphasized that a true res
publica must secure equality in liberty, aequa libertas. Crucially, the core of
libertas was equality before the law (Hansen 2007: 59). Following the rediscovery
of Roman law in the 11th century, these innovations exercised considerable
influence over the political theory of the Middle Ages. This was especially
reflected in the importance attributed to the precept of “that which affects all
people must be approved by all people” (Tierney 1982: 21; Manin 1997: 88).

Above all, the Roman heritage became the pivot for the republicanism emerging
in northern Italy almost a millennium after the fall of the (Western) Roman
Empire. The early humanists and the later thinkers of the Enlightenment were
inspired far more by ancient Rome than by ancient Greece (Held 2006: 28, 34).
Niccolò Machiavelli (1970 [1517]) represents a telling example. His republican
masterpiece was The Discourses on Livy; the Livy who produced a famous history
of Rome, from the mythical times until Augustus. We concentrate on this ‘return
of the republic’; that is, the republicanism of the Renaissance, as it arguably has the
greatest significance for the modern understanding of democracy. Indeed, with its
pantheon of prominent thinkers, such as Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, Machiavelli,
Montesquieu, Jefferson, and Madison, it was extremely politically influential as
recently as the 19th century, only to be eclipsed by liberalism (Hansen 2007).

The premise of this republican body of theory was that a city-state, as in the age
of the early Roman republic, ought to be autonomous as opposed to being directly
or indirectly ruled by monarchs or pope. This applied in theory as well as in
practice. The city-states in northern Italy achieved de facto independence in the
Middle Ages after a number of trials of strength with the Holy Roman emperors
(Russell 2004 [1946]: 400–402). At the same time, arguments for popular
sovereignty and independent city-states were refined and advanced for the first
time since the fall of the Roman Republic (Held 2006: 34), most prominently in
Florence in the 14th and 15th centuries.

Just as in the Greek democracies – but without any direct connection with the
Greeks – public offices in the medieval republics were normally filled via sortition
(Manin 1997: 41–42). The big difference compared to, for instance, democratic
Athens was that only upper- and middle-class citizens were allowed to partake.
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The enfranchised did not number all citizens but first and foremost the members of
the gilds, or oftentimes only the most powerful gilds. The poor urban population
and the inhabitants in the contado (i.e., rural areas of the city-state beyond the city
walls) were precluded from political participation. As the Roman Republic 1500
years earlier, neither Florence of the High Middle Ages nor any of the other
northern Italian city-states could thus be considered democracies as an elite (the
optimati corresponding to the Roman boni) by and large monopolized government.
Yet alongside the emerging European territorial states, the Florentine republican-
ism had some obvious affinities with the liberal democratic regimes of the 19th
century (see Brucker 1984: 138).

The umbilical cord of republicanism of the Renaissance was the political
autonomy of the city-state (libertas), meaning that the citizens were accountable to
no one but their own community. Their autonomy was synonymous with the
autonomy of the city-state, and political power was firmly placed in the hands of
the citizens (Held 2006: 34). However, this autonomy depended on a generous
measure of civic duty (virtù), understood as the willingness to emphasize public
interests at the expense of private interests (Hansen 2007: 29–30). This, in turn,
required a comprehensive public sphere characterized by vigilance. As in
Antiquity, civic participation thus was the alpha and omega for republicanism. 
By implication, republican liberty has more in common with Constant’s ancient
liberty than with the modern/negative liberty of classical liberalism (cf. Chapter 1,
this volume). At the same time, however, Roman law was also revitalized, and the
notion of private property was exalted as being close to inviolable.

Developmental republicanism and protective republicanism

More generally, it is useful to distinguish between two forms of republicanism:
protective republicanism and developmental republicanism (Held 2006: 35).1 The
latter, which was later taken up by Jean-Jacques Rousseau, is tied to Constant’s
ancient and Berlin’s positive understanding of liberty. Developmental republican-
ism thus considers political participation a value unto itself. Citizens are only able
to realize themselves through an active public life. For Rousseau (1993 [1762]),
who provided the most celebrated articulation of this perspective in The Social
Contract (Du contrat social), all citizens must be legislators and exercisers of
power in a community. Therefore, the political unit must preferably be the smallest
possible in order to bridge or even annul the gap between subjects and rulers (Held
2006: 45).

Rousseau was, accordingly, bitterly opposed to any distinction between state
and civil society. In his opinion, a representative democracy has never been and
cannot be a real democracy. Most famous, perhaps, is his remark that the British
are only free when they cast their vote. As soon as the election is completed, they
are again enslaved, as they are at the mercy of the dictates of their elected
representatives (Rousseau 1993 [1762]: 266). The other side of the coin is that in
a direct democracy the people must be completely sovereign. This touches upon a
paradox in Rousseau’s writings (see Berlin (2002 [1958]: 208). Personal liberty
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is an absolute value for Rousseau, but at the same time he is convinced about the
existence of universal laws for how society is to be structured. These two ideas
can obviously be at odds with one another. Rousseau solves this problem by
pointing out that rational people can recognize the true laws. Because they are
universal, they apply to everyone, and the general will therefore have the right to
force people to be free.

Conversely, protective republicanism emphasizes that the community (city-
state) should guarantee personal liberty. According to republican self-government,
the judicial practice should be rule-based, not arbitrary, which enables individual
citizens to predict the consequences of their actions. In terms of lineages,
protective republicanism is closely tied to Machiavelli’s (1970 [1517]) thoughts as
expressed in The Discourses, and the legacy from Rome is therefore clearly
evident.

For Machiavelli, republican liberty should be understood as the absence of
arbitrary domination (Hansen 2007: 68), a notion that has obvious affinities with
negative liberty. However, protective republicanism also calls for a high degree
of political participation. Without such vigilance, civic virtue is all too easily
corrupted, and the way is paved for individuals or factions monopolizing power
(Held 2006: 35–36). The republican concept of corruption is thus much broader
than that of our day, which is normally defined as the abuse of public office for
private gains (World Bank 2011). To Machiavelli and his contemporaries, corrup-
tion comprised any attempt to put private interests above those of public welfare
(Hansen 2007: 30). The patriotic citizen – another crucial concept in republicanism
– is one who sacrifices his private interest on the altar of the res publica.

The basis of Machiavelli’s political thought is that humans are driven by self-
interest and that we have always had the same needs. But while human nature does
not change, political institutions are able to dampen the harmful inclinations of
humankind to the benefit of the common good (Held 2006: 41). Machiavelli here
draws attention to that beacon of virtù (civic virtue) found in (or channeled by)
the political institutions of ancient Rome. The Roman Republic distinguished itself
in terms of its effective checks and balances. As noted previously, the constitution
divided political control between the respective offices of the ‘monarchic’ consuls,
the ‘aristocratic’ Senate, and the ‘popular’ tribunes. These three bodies balanced
one another, thereby to some extent shielding the citizenry from the whims of the
rulers.

This is the tripartite distinction of Polybius, which Machiavelli starts by
invoking. But in his further analysis, he simply distinguishes between grandi (the
patricians in the Senate) and populo (the tribunes of the plebs and the people’s
assembly) – the monarchical element he ignores (Hansen 2007: 67–68). For
Machiavelli, it was – and this shocked his contemporaries – this constitutionally
controlled discord between the upper class and the people that secured the
preservation of power, with Rome serving as the pre-eminent example (Held 2006:
41–42).

As already mentioned, the advantages of a mixed constitution can be traced back
to Aristotle. But one of the most important voices of protective republicanism,
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Charles-Louis de Secondat Montesquieu, ventured further down this path by
distinguishing between the executive, the legislature, and the judiciary, a distinc-
tion taken over, though modified, by James Madison, who called for an institu-
tional balance of power in the form of checks and balances. Montesquieu’s and
Madison’s notion of the separation of power differs in important ways from that of
the mixed constitution. Basically,

The separation of power is a theory about the division between three different
functions: the legislative, the executive and the judicial. The mixed consti-
tution is a theory about cooperation between different types of institution of
which some are monarchical, some oligarchic and some democratic, and often
the cooperation between the institutions cuts across functions.

(Hansen 2010a: 523)

Hence, whereas the crucial republican concept of checks and balances is inherent
in the idea of the mixed constitution, it is – at the logical extreme – incompatible
with the notion of a separation of powers. Nonetheless, checks and balances are
essential for the credibility of the separation of power theory, as some cooperation
between the different branches of government is needed if the political system is
to work in practice (Hansen 2010a: 523). What is important for our purposes,
however, is that the doctrine of the separation of powers, including an emphasis
upon checks and balances, was to become intimately linked with representative
democracy for three, interconnected reasons. First, because Montesquieu in his
Spirit of the Laws (De l’esprit des lois) interpreted the British government of his
day in these terms. Second, because the American founders were heavily inspired
by Montesquieu’s treatise. Third, because the very idea of representative
democracy first gained popular acclaim in the United States with the advent of
Andrew Jackson’s Democratic Party in 1828. After this crucial juncture, the
separation of powers doctrine – which was heeded most closely in the American
political system – simply fused with the notion of representative democracy
(Hansen 2010a: 513).

In this way, representative democracy has become instilled with Machiavelli’s
protective republicanism. J.G.A. Pocock (1975) has convincingly argued that
Machiavelli’s thoughts on republicanism were picked up on the other side of the
Atlantic 250 years after his death, though ultimately – due to Montesquieu and
Madison – the doctrine of the separation of powers eclipsed the original doctrine
of the mixed constitution.

To sum up, we encounter two strikingly different strands of republicanism.
Somewhat paradoxically, developmental republicanism, which has popular sov-
ereignty as its pivot, has provided ammunition to several of the non-democratic
currents in the 20th century via Rousseau’s writings (Talmon 1952; Holmes 1979;
Held 2006: 44, 49). And, just as paradoxically, one can argue that protective
republicanism, which explicitly targets the establishment of a kind of constitutional
rule of the few, has contributed to developing the principles of liberal democracy
via its emphasis on freedom from arbitrary domination, civil liberties, and checks
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and balances (Held 2006: 43). This observation neatly leads us to the next stop in
our journey through the different understandings of democracy.

From liberalism to liberal democracy

As mentioned above, liberalism draws upon various aspects of republicanism. As
an actual political ideology, however, it can only be traced back 400 years.
Liberalism thus has its origins in Western Europe in the 17th century, and it was
further elaborated in the 18th and 19th centuries. During this period, a string of
great thinkers – some of whom were also mentioned in the context of repub-
licanism, such as John Locke, David Hume, Jeremy Bentham, and John Stuart Mill
in England; Montesquieu, Benjamin Constant, and Alexis de Tocqueville in
France; Alexander von Humboldt in Germany; and Thomas Jefferson, Alexander
Hamilton, and James Madison in the USA – formulated what we now refer to as
classical liberalism.

The roots of liberalism are ordinarily traced back to Thomas Hobbes’ (1985
[1651]) Leviathan and John Locke’s (1993 [1690]) Two Treatises of Government.
Hobbes was, at most, a ‘proto-liberal’. While his thoughts were based on indi-
vidualism, he believed that only an absolute state (the Leviathan) could protect the
individual from the rapines of anarchy (Held 2006: 61–62). Locke, on the other
hand, is a clear representative of constitutionalism. He, too, emphasizes the need
to create strong state power capable of protecting order. But his addition was that
the social contract depends upon the state protecting the individual, and that it
therefore entails a right of rebellion if the contract is breached (Locke 1993 [1690]:
375–378; cf. Held 2006: 59, 64).

In many ways, the classical liberalism of the 18th and 19th centuries may be
understood as a reaction against the prevailing conservative ideology of the day,
which celebrated absolute monarchy. The liberals agreed that people needed to be
ruled, as they are all too often controlled by their passions. Inspired by Hobbes, the
first generations of liberals emphasized that liberty does not exist in the absence of
the state. Mankind is not born free. Mankind wins his liberty by virtue of the
intervention of the state. While the authorities might limit the freedom to act, it is
genuine within these limits (Holmes 1995: 270). However, the liberals may be said
to have drawn the logical consequence of this understanding. As pointed out by
Locke, since those in authority are people like everybody else, they must also be
kept on a short leash (Held 2006: 62). The liberal solution to the possible trans-
gressions of the rulers was – besides the right to rebellion invoked by Locke – the
separation of powers and constitutionally sanctioned rights. By dividing power
between the legislative, executive, and judiciary branches as well as assigning
inviolable political rights and civil liberties, it would be possible to prevent – or at
least put limits on – abuses of power. As Stephen Holmes (1995: 271) argues,
“Liberal government is a remarkable innovation for this reason, because it is meant
to solve the problem of anarchy and the problem of tyranny within a single and
coherent system of rules.”
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Classical liberalism may therefore be presented as the struggle for the rule of
law and fundamental (negative) civil liberties; an endeavor to introduce legal
barriers against arbitrary state powers with a view to safeguarding individual
liberties. Liberalism thus necessarily entails constitutionalism; that is, that the
exercise of power can only proceed on the basis of the law (Sartori 1987: 374;
Holmes 1995: 5). More particularly, liberalism champions values such as the
freedom to make one’s own choices, reason, and tolerance. From the outset this
was conceived as a protest against the violation of liberty under absolutism and
the religious intolerance of the Roman Catholic Church (Held 2006: 59). In other
words, the liberals wanted to separate state and (civil) society (Holmes 1979).
Freedom of choice also entailed economic liberty, including private property rights
and freedom of trade. For the liberals, all of this was anchored in reason. In a
nutshell, the liberties are understood as human rights, which are not subject to
earnest political debate.

However, it is important to avoid over-emphasizing this abstract understanding
of liberty. The first generations of liberal thinkers surely based their work on the
natural liberties of the individual, but their thoughts were also deeply rooted in
historical imagination. For example, the English liberals in the 17th and 18th
centuries were fighting for what they perceived as their ancient or time-honored
rights (see Pocock 1957) as opposed to a non-historical, abstract liberty.

Like republicanism, liberalism is not a homogeneous category. Inspired by Held
(2006), we once again distinguish between two distinct currents: ‘protective
liberalism’ and ‘developmental liberalism’. These perspectives parted in the 19th
century, and this branching may also be argued to mark the end of classical lib-
eralism. This is where modern democracy makes its direct entry. Protective
liberalism emphasizes that only efficient political institutions, including an
institutional separation of powers, can curb human whims, thereby ensuring 
the common good. This explains the need for that which Dahl (1956) referred 
to as ‘Madisonian democracy’; constitutionalism is exactly where liberalism and
modern democracy become intertwined (Sartori 1987: 388; Holmes 1995: 6).
Developmental liberalism, on the other hand, places emphasis on political
participation, which encourages vigilant and democratic citizens (Held 2006: 60).

Protective liberalism

Protective liberalism first and foremost refers to the writings of Locke, Montesquieu,
Madison, Constant, Bentham, and James Mill. Locke struck the chord, as he
presented the state power as a framework intended to ensure the free choice of the
individual in society; that is, an aegis of personal liberty. The government ought to
keep its nose out of all of the areas where civil society in itself is able to regulate the
behavior between people. Similarly, many of the members of this tradition, such as
John Milton (1927 [1644]) in Areopagitica, regarded free speech as an important
value in itself and a shield against the ever-lurking ‘lust for power’ of the rulers.

Locke’s thinking also justified important elements of representative democracy.
Combined with Montesquieu’s idea about separating powers in order to hold the
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authorities accountable, the ideational foundations for modern, representative
democracy were thus laid (Held 2006: 64–65). If we compare Montesquieu’s
lessons with the republicanism existing before his intervention, he breaks new
ground when pointing out that the defense against a corrupt political system is not
so much to be found in the vigilance and participation of the citizenry. Instead, it
lies in an institutional arrangement that prevents the abuse of power (Held 2006:
67–69). Madison (1987 [1788]: 356) expressly embraced this point. In the
renowned Federalist Paper No. 51, he conveyed this in his famous remark that “if
men were angels, no government would be necessary” but that, as men are not
angels, “experience has taught mankind the necessity of auxiliary precautions”;
that is, about the need for tempering checks and balances.

More generally, it is difficult to exaggerate the extent to which Montesquieu’s
ideas concerning the tripartite separation of powers influenced the liberal
democratic constitutions which spread through 19th-century Europe and the
Americas. This brings us to an important point. For protective liberalists such as
Locke, Montesquieu, and Madison, representative government is deliberately
justified in the name of liberty. Montesquieu (1989 [1757]: 159) argues that:

As, in a free state, every man considered to have a free soul, should be
governed by himself, the people as a body should have the legislative power;
but, as this is impossible in large states and is subject to many drawbacks in
small ones, the people must have their representatives do all that they
themselves cannot do.

Bentham and James Mill further developed these points in the early 19th century.
They directed attention towards a number of institutional mechanisms that can
help keep the authorities in check. As with Locke and Montesquieu, the point was
that by doing so it became possible to arrive at an auspicious balance between
power and rights (Held 2006: 70). This is where we find the intellectual origins 
of the modern, liberal democracy. Indeed, excepting Thomas Paine (see the
Introduction), the English utilitarians, and particularly Bentham, were arguably
the first important modern thinkers to connect democracy with representative, not
direct, democracy, and thereby to render democracy an honorific term (Naess et al.
1956: 103–104). The right to vote was simply added to the set of check and
balance mechanisms already established by prior liberals.

Developmental liberalism

Before moving further along this line of thought, it is pertinent to touch upon the
alternative liberal democratic understanding of the 19th century. The key figure here
is James Mill’s son and intellectual heir, John Stuart Mill. The protective liberals
described above were by and large skeptical when it came to democracy. They
merely regarded it as a safeguard for ensuring liberty rather than a good in itself. It
is also telling that most of the liberal thinkers and statesmen were rather lukewarm
towards equal and universal suffrage, regarding it as a possible threat to liberty.2
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The younger Mill did not have the same reservations regarding democracy as his
liberal forebears. Over time, he even began emphasizing the personal development
that we have earlier outlined as part of developmental republicanism. For Stuart
Mill, this personal development was possible even under representative democ-
racy, a point transmitted in the very title of his influential Considerations on
Representative Government (1993 [1861]). Another way of saying this is by noting
that Stuart Mill accepted most of the practical recommendations about the regime
that the past generations of liberals, especially Bentham, had arrived at. But one of
his cardinal points was that democratic participation – not just at the ballot-box, but
also in the local communities and the judiciary – could furthermore contribute to
more well-rounded individuals (Held 2006: 79). In his own words, “The most
important point of excellence which any form of government can possess is to pro-
mote the virtue and intelligence of the people themselves” (Mill 1993 [1861]: 207).

Inspired by Plato, John Stuart Mill (1984 [1869]) went so far as to argue for
women’s suffrage, which was rather unheard of in the mid-1800s. In a sense, he
distanced himself from the somewhat cynical approach to human nature expressed
by Montesquieu and Madison and dusted off the old participatory ideal from the
classical understanding of democracy and parts of republicanism.

Towards a formula

By the end of the 19th century, all of the basic elements in the liberal democratic
understanding of democracy had thus been formulated and shaped in a debate that
in certain ways goes all the way back to ancient Rome. But it was not until the
decades following World War I that democracy was defined systematically. This
happened gradually in renowned works such as those of Hans Kelsen (1920) and
James Bryce (1921). But here, we focus on the two most influential such
endeavors, that of Joseph A. Schumpeter’s (1974 [1942]) Capitalism, Socialism
and Democracy and that of Dahl’s (1989) Democracy and Its Critics. Both are
explicitly written against the background of the notions about democracy as an
ideal and practice expressed in the preceding two-and-a-half millennia.

Realistic competitive democracy

Schumpeter violently rejects the notion that democracy constitutes an arena where
men of a Socratic stature reason together and arrive at ‘true’ solutions to the
problems affecting society. Gods and archangels might be able to do so, but not
mankind, Schumpeter asserts. Instead of focusing on the political issues, it pays to
emphasize the election process itself.

[T]he primary function of the electorate is to produce a government. . . . The
principle of democracy merely means that the reins of government should be
handed to those who command more support than do any of the competing
individuals or teams.

(Schumpeter 1974 [1942]: 272–273)
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Schumpeter thus presents democracy as what he himself terms a modus pro-
cedendi; that is, a political method solely characterized by political competition
in the form of free elections.3 To stay in the vocabulary, this is to be understood in
contrast to what may be termed the democracy as a modus vivendi (a way of
living). In that sense, democracy is not about getting people to agree with one
another, representing different social classes, or educating the population in
democratic values. It is about electing leaders: politics is essentially a competition
between alternatives. These considerations lead Schumpeter (1974 [1942]: 269)
to the following definition of democracy:

the democratic method is that institutional arrangement for arriving at political
decisions in which individuals acquire the power to decide by means of a
competitive struggle for the people’s vote.

Hence, Schumpeter is narrowly focusing on popular sovereignty as opposed to
popular participation (other than at the actual elections) or political liberties. He
categorically rejects civil liberties, such as the freedom of assembly, as defining
characteristics of democracy. Not even equal and universal suffrage is a require-
ment in this perspective, as Schumpeter (1974 [1942]: 243–245) underlines that
every demos delimits itself, for example, by keeping women or the impoverished
outside of the circle of eligible voters.

Schumpeter’s formula has since become known as the ‘minimalist’ or ‘realistic’
approach to defining democracy. This reflects that Schumpeter’s objective was to
arrive at a “reasonably efficient criterion by which to distinguish democratic
governments from others” (1974 [1942]: 269). His phrasing indicates that part and
parcel of these endeavors was to disown the currents in the 19th century which
turned democracy into a device for ennobling mankind through personal devel-
opment. Indeed, Schumpeter’s (1974 [1942]: 250) definition is an objection against
that which he refers to as the ‘classical doctrine’, namely that democracy is the
institutional arrangement which realizes ‘the common good’ for the people. Here,
it should be added that Schumpeter’s description of the classical understanding of
democracy is coarse in the sense that it would appear to combine Rousseau’s
theory about the general will with the considerations regarding utility drawn from
utilitarianism (cf. Svensson 1979). More generally, as we have already demon-
strated, there exists no single classical model, no matter the period in which it is
sought (Held 2006: 146). But here the point first and foremost underscores how
Schumpeter turns against developmental republicanism as well as developmental
liberalism.

Democratic process criteria and polyarchy

Like Schumpeter, Dahl has become a standard reference in discussions about what
democracy actually is (Collier & Levitsky 1997: 431). By virtue of an impressive
capacity to develop concepts and theories, his writings have become natural pivots

Democracy from ancient Rome to our time 31



for many of the contemporary discussions about the concept of democracy and,
by implication, for empirical studies of democratization.

On the one hand, Dahl agrees with Schumpeter that democracy is not about 
self-development or reaching true solutions. On the other hand, he presents more
comprehensive demands regarding the democratic process. First, all interests must
be weighted equally. Second, all adults are generally sufficiently qualified to
participate in the making of binding, collective decisions that impact upon their
interests (Dahl 1989: 105). Dahl is of the opinion that there are weighty reasons to
accept these assertions. On this basis, he proceeds to establish five criteria for a
democratic process (Dahl 1989: 108–131):

1 Effective participation. Throughout the process of making binding decisions,
citizens ought to have an adequate opportunity, and an equal opportunity, for
expressing their preferences as to the final outcome. They must have adequate
and equal opportunities for placing questions on the agenda and for expressing
reasons for endorsing one outcome rather than another.

2 Voting equality at the decisive stage. At the decisive stage of collective
decisions, each citizen must be ensured an equal opportunity to express a
choice that will be counted as equal in weight to the choice expressed by any
other citizen. In determining outcomes at the decisive stage, these choices,
and only these choices, must be taken into account.

3 Enlightened understanding. Each citizen ought to have adequate and equal
opportunities for discovering and validating (within the time permitted by the
need for a decision) the choice on the matter to be decided that would best
serve the citizen’s interests.

4 Control of the agenda. The demos must have the exclusive opportunity to
decide how matters are to be placed on the agenda of matters that are to be
decided by means of the democratic process.

5 Inclusiveness. The demos must include all adult members of the association
except transients and persons proved to be mentally defective.

Dahl acknowledges that a democratic government living up to these require-
ments will probably never be achieved in full.4 However, that does not alter the
fact that – as a package – they represent an ideal measure for assessing reality; an
ideal which we should constantly strive to approach (see Munck 2011). Dahl also
points out that specific procedures cannot readily be derived from these criteria.
Instead, he goes on to outline a number of institutions, which several countries
have managed to achieve, that are necessary for obtaining the status as a modern
representative democracy (Dahl 1989: 222). As Dahl reserves the concept of
democracy – an ideal form of government – for regimes that live up to the five-
process criteria, he instead uses the term ‘polyarchy’ to refer to countries fulfilling
the following seven procedural criteria (1989: 218–222):

1 Elected officials. Control over government decisions about policy is consti-
tutionally vested in elected officials.
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2 Free and fair elections. Elected officials are chosen in the frequent and fairly
conducted elections in which coercion is comparatively uncommon.

3 Inclusive suffrage. Practically all adults have the right to vote in the election
of officials.

4 Right to run for office. Practically all adults have the right to run for elective
offices in the government, though age limits may be higher for holding office
than for the suffrage.

5 Freedom of expression. Citizens have a right to express themselves without
the danger of severe punishment on political matters broadly defined, includ-
ing criticism of officials, the government, the regime, the socio-economic
order, and the prevailing ideology.

6 Alternative information. Citizens have a right to seek out alternative sources
of information. Moreover, alternative sources of information exist and are
protected by laws.

7 Associational autonomy. To achieve their various rights, including those listed
above, citizens also have a right to form relatively independent associations or
organizations, including independent political parties and interest groups.

These criteria serve as a second standard for Dahl. More precisely, they may be
used to assess the extent to which existing political regimes are polyarchies. Note
here that even though Dahl’s polyarchy criteria are considerably less demanding
than his requirements for (ideal) democracy, they are nevertheless much more
comprehensive than Schumpeter’s definition of democracy. Dahl essentially
expands Schumpeter’s formula by including requirements about, first, inclusive
suffrage and the right to run for office (as opposed to the point about how every
demos delineates itself), and, second, political (civil) liberties in the form of free
speech and associational autonomy. This distinction is central for a number of the
discussions in the remainder of this book.

Critiques of liberal democracy

The constitutive parts of liberal democracy are today cherished by most citizens
and political theorists, and popular will and fundamental rights are more often
considered to be mutually constitutive than mutually exclusive (cf. Habermas
1996; Merkel 2004). Nevertheless, though only few are willing to reject the value
of free and inclusive elections, civil liberties, and the rule of law, the ideal of
liberal democracy is far from undisputed as the terminus of democratic devel-
opment. We therefore briefly describe some of the most influential criticisms of
liberal democracy, which have one thing in common: they opt for more demanding
conceptions of democracy.

Egalitarian democracy

For more than 150 years, the main challenger to liberal democracy has been the
idea – or ideal – of ‘egalitarian democracy’. Basically, the point made here is that
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a real democracy is not merely a question about the right to vote, political liberties,
and government responsibility to the parliament (if the head of the executive is
not directly appointed by the voters); it also requires an equal distribution of
society’s resources. This critique may be traced back to, among others, Karl Marx.
Marx was, for a short time in 1848, quite positive towards bourgeois (liberal)
democracy. Over time, however, he distanced himself from this understanding of
democracy, as he believed that it reproduced the power of the propertied classes.
Such is the case because democracy functions within the framework of a capitalist
system, and the working classes – first and foremost the workers – would never 
be able to break the dominance of the economically privileged classes via the
ballot-box (Svensson 1995: 120; Sørensen 1979). To use a famous quote from
Marx and Engels’ (1998 [1848]: 161) The Communist Manifesto (Manifest der
Kommunistischen Partei): “The executive of the modern state is but a committee
for managing the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie.” According to Lenin
(2004 [1917]: 73–77), genuine democracy can therefore only be realized through
the ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’ and the classless society that follows, in which
the resources are to be distributed equally and class conflict is therefore a thing of
the past (see Svensson 1995: 121).

Attempts to realize Marx’s radical solutions to the problem of the political
consequences of economic disparity were made under the communist regimes in
the 20th century. But a milder version of the idea about egalitarian democracy,
which should be achieved by means of a nationalization of the means of pro-
duction, simultaneously attained a major influence in 20th-century debates about
democracy. A number of political theorists have emphasized that a high degree of
economic inequality undermines the political equality of liberal democracy. Here,
there is no requirement about a complete equalization – the classless society – but
rather about some measure of leveling of economic gaps. One of the most
important authors espousing this view is Charles E. Lindblom (1977: 167–168),
who underscored that even where one man has one vote, the business community
enjoys disproportionate influence over political decisions.

Influenced by Lindblom, Dahl (1985: 54–55) eventually reached the conclusion
that democracy demands a distribution of resources that is not too skewed.
Unequal opportunities for income lead to disparity in education, in access to
information, and regarding opportunities to participate in the political system, all
of which undermine the formal political equality of democracy (see Svensson
1995: 286). Dahl thus provides arguments for extending the democratic process
from the political to the economic sphere. More specifically, he hones in on the
way in which private corporations can be democratized. As a minimum, he calls
for the introduction of employee influence, but in some of his writings (e.g., Dahl
1982) he also debates questions of ownership, though without calling for an
outright nationalization of the means of production.

As an alternative or supplement to this solution, the modern welfare state may
be regarded as an institution for ensuring some measure of economic equality, thus
avoiding the postulated erosion of political equality (Svensson 1995: 296). This
perspective fits well with (the elder) Dahl’s perspective, but in addition to the
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purely political procedures, it demands the introduction of measures that promote
socio-economic parity. In other words, this involves a slide beyond the purely
procedural approach, which Schumpeter launched and (the younger) Dahl
elaborated in the form of polyarchy (Collier & Levitsky 1997: 445–446; Møller &
Skaaning 2011: ch. 3).

Deliberative democracy

The other major modern challenger to the notion of liberal democracy is to be
found in the current known as deliberative democracy. The deliberative model
entails a clear break with Schumpeter’s definition of democracy. In Schumpeter’s
rendering, political democracy is not really that attractive. Above all, it does not
lead to good political craftsmanship. Infamous is Schumpeter’s (1974 [1942]: 287)
description of the woes of the democratically elected government leaders:

Thus the prime minister in a democracy might be likened to a horseman who
is so fully engrossed in trying to keep in the saddle that he cannot plan his
ride, or to a general so fully occupied with making sure that his army will
accept his orders that he must leave strategy to take care of itself.

The advocates of deliberative democracy cannot accept such a prosaic (even
cynical) attitude towards democracy. Indeed, these thinkers to some degree build
on the very currents of thought that Schumpeter distanced himself from, namely
the ancient participatory ideal, developmental republicanism, and developmental
liberalism (Held 2006: 253; Hansen 2007). The supporters of deliberative
democracy level a massive critique of modern democracy, which is regarded as
something akin to an empty shell, as the decisions rarely reflect the long-term
interests in the political community. Seen from this perspective, the objective of
democracy must be to replace raw power politics with reasoning and deliberation.
Instead of emphasizing the preferences of the electorate and the logic of demo-
cratic institutions, emphasis is primarily placed on the good arguments made by
the citizens (Loftager 2004: 29–30). Accordingly, thorough public debate – actual
deliberation – is required in order to avoid short-sighted decisions marked by
narrow selfish interests. In Held’s words (2006: 237):

Deliberative democracy, broadly defined, is any one of a family of views
according to which the public deliberation of free and equal citizens is the
core of legitimate political decision-making and self-governance. Political
legitimacy does not turn on the ballot box or on majority rule per se but,
rather, on the giving of defensible reasons, explanations and accounts for
public decisions.5

This is equal to saying that the democratic process and the outcome of this process,
rather than the democratic procedures, is of the essence. Here, a public debate
leading to rational political decisions is paramount (Loftager 2004: 41). Obviously,
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this entails a requirement concerning free speech; but compared with Dahl’s
definition of polyarchy, where freedom of speech is also a defining characteristic,
there is much more at stake. The political procedures alone are not decisive; a
flourishing ‘public sphere’ (cf. Habermas 1989 [1962]) is also required. In that
sense, we are not merely dealing with an expansion of the definition of democracy
as a political regime. Indeed, the outcome of the political process is decisive for the
assessment of democracy. As with the economic expansions described above,
these additions also fall under the category that we refer to as substantive defini-
tions in the next chapter.

Democratic quality as a new research agenda

The literature has recently developed an emphasis on the ‘quality of democracy’,
which includes elements of the more expansive definitions of democracy described
above. The study of democratic quality emerged as a new field of research in the
mid-2000s. This occurred in connection with two different projects with the
participation of a string of leading scholars. First was Guillermo O’Donnell, who
together with two co-authors published The Quality of Democracy: Theory and
Applications (O’Donnell et al. 2004). In the first chapter, O’Donnell (2004) called
for the expansion of the definition of democracy that may be said to touch upon
some of the aspects pertaining to equality we have mentioned above.

That same year, the Journal of Democracy issued a special issue entitled
‘Quality of Democracy’. The team involved a number of the grand old men from
the field, including O’Donnell, who gave their consent to the study of the quality
of democracy. This provided an occasion for the drafting of an actual manifesto.
The whole point with the special issue was to convince students of democracy to
go out into the field and ‘take the temperature on democracy’, so to speak. It is
telling how the very title, ‘Quality of Democracy’, was modeled on the past
distinction in transition theory between ‘Liberalization of Authoritarianism’ (LoA),
‘Transition to Democracy’ (ToD), and ‘Consolidation of Democracy’ (CoD). It
was now time to move on to the fourth phase, namely QoD.

The editors of the special issue, Larry Diamond and Leonardo Morlino (2004:
20), set the tone by providing three normative reasons for why we ought to be
interested in the question about democratic quality. First, democracy is a moral
good, second, democracy risks collapse if it is not consolidated, and third, even
established democracies must renew themselves in order to avoid the emergence
of cynicism among the people. Bearing these premises in mind, Diamond and
Morlino (2004: 22) divided democratic quality into eight dimensions. The first five
are procedural, which hardly distinguishes them from the Schumpeterian and
Dahlian definitions of democracy reported above. Here, it is rule of law, par-
ticipation, competition, and vertical and horizontal accountability that are the
objects of scrutiny. Vertical accountability may be compared with the usual control
via democratic elections; it is the mechanism that makes the authorities account-
able to the voters, as the citizens have the opportunity to ‘throw out the rascals’,
but it also covers continuous control by the civil society. The horizontal addition
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concerns the balance of power (checks and balances) within the state. The point is
that the citizens’ rights are best guaranteed by different state institutions – par-
ticularly the executive, legislature, and judiciary powers – tempering and con-
trolling one another.

But Diamond and Morlino add three more substantial dimensions. The first
consists of the civil and political liberties being fully respected. Second, the regime
is to emphasize genuine political equality. And third, and finally – and here we are
dealing with a purely result-oriented dimension – the outcome of the process in
the form of decisions and results is to correspond to the wishes of the people to
the greatest extent possible. The last criterion is especially demanding, and also
well-established, ‘old’ democracies can face significant problems in this regard.
In fact, there is now an entire genre pointing out that the people are losing their
involvement in the existing democracies (Moravscik 2002; Crouch 2004;
Schmitter 2010). This cynicism and indifference is observed in phenomena such as
low voter turnout, declines in active and passive party membership, as well as
support for populist parties and a focus on political personalities rather than policy.
This is a very interesting debate, which speaks volumes about the way in which the
more narrow, procedural definitions of democracy are still being challenged in the
literature; but it is not one which we will further pursue in this book.

Conclusions

Chapters 1 and 2 have provided a general review of how democracy has been
understood in Western political thought.6 We have shown how these thoughts have
been formulated as part of a dialogue about democracy going all the way back to
ancient Greece. The notion of popular sovereignty had already been born in
Antiquity. This also applies to the participatory ideal, which pervades, for example,
the current notion of deliberative democracy. Moreover, the modern ideas about
liberal democracy draw upon the defense of the rule of law which is integral to
protective republicanism. Nonetheless, it was with modern liberalism that these
thoughts were first systematized into an intellectual defense of the modern,
representative democracy as characterized by equal and universal suffrage, civil
liberties, and the rule of law.

To some extent at least, the basis for this formula may be traced all the way
back to Aristotle’s ideas about the mixed form of government, which republi-
canism adopted as an ideal and which may also be found in liberalism. The mixed
government may thus be said to constitute the red thread of Western political
thought (Hansen 2010a). It is rather paradoxical that for over 2000 years it was
used as an argument against pure democracy, only to be rediscovered in the 19th
century in democratic guise as that which we now refer to as liberal democracy
(Manin 1997). As we have already touched upon in the Introduction, the word has
simply attained new meanings over time. Where it was previously tied to ideas
about direct rule – often in the derogatory understanding of mob rule – it now
refers to popular rule conditioned by representation, fundamental civil liberties,
and the rule of law.
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Together with Schumpeter’s minimalist definition and Dahl’s notion of
polyarchy, this liberal definition of democracy is the most influential conception
nowadays. However, these procedural definitions are not bereft of competitors.
Both before and after, more substantive definitions – with a focus on social
equality, deliberation, or participation – have challenged these conceptions of
democracy. In the next chapter, where we present some more formalized defini-
tions of democracy, we argue that the approaches developed by Schumpeter and
Dahl have the most to offer when it comes to analyzing and discussing democratic
development across time and space.
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3 Typologies of democratic 
and autocratic regimes

The words democracy, socialism, freedom, patriotic, realistic, justice have
each of them several different meanings which cannot be reconciled with one
another. In the case of a word like democracy, not only is there no agreed
definition, but the attempt to make one is resisted from all sides. It is almost
universally felt that when we call a country democratic we are praising it:
consequently the defenders of every kind of regime claim that it is a democ-
racy, and fear that they might have to stop using that word if it were tied down
to any one meaning. Words of this kind are often used in a consciously
dishonest way. That is, the person who uses them has his own private
definition, but allows his hearer to think he means something quite different.

The words are those of George Orwell (1962 [1946]: 2237) in a famous essay
about the political abuse of the English language. As in so many other instances,
Orwell’s observation was an apt one. Recall from the Introduction that a veritable
cornucopia of dictators have referred to their states as democracies – although
often qualified by adjectives such as popular, organic, or new. As mentioned at
the end of the previous chapter, there is also a very broad range of views within the
academic literature about the meaning of democracy. The historical overview of
the different conceptions of democracy is therefore important. But when describ-
ing the ups and downs of democracy in the latest 200 years (Part II), when dis-
cussing the extant explanations of these cross-temporal and cross-spatial processes
of democratic development (Part III), and when assessing the consequences of
democracy (Part IV), we need to refer to one or more specific definitions of
democracy. In the words of Giovanni Sartori (1970: 1038), the basis for any such
exercise is that “Concept formation stands prior to quantification.” Thus, to avoid
the pitfall Orwell laid bare in 1946, we provide a systematic overview of the
various definitions of democracy that we employ throughout the rest of this book.

Definitions – an itinerary

Before offering such specific definitions, it is crucial to say something about the
logical rules of defining. The systematic clarification of concepts requires the
ability to navigate the waters between a term, its denotation (i.e., its empirical



referents), and its connotation (i.e., its defining properties). These are the three
elements binding a concept together. Ninety years ago, Charles Ogden and Ivor
Richards summarized this structure in the so-called Ogden-Richards Triangle
(Figure 3.1) (see Sartori 1984; Gerring 1999). This triangle serves as the basis of
the present attempt to define democracy.

The first problem concerns the choice of the term itself. It must fit the concept,
and it is important not to unsettle the semantic field (Sartori 1984: 51–54) by
erratically introducing new terms. In the aforementioned essay, Orwell specifically
recommends choosing the simplest and most easily recognizable words possible.
With reference to Figure 3.1, the problem is one of avoiding ambiguity. Here, we
are initially on safe ground with democracy, which after all has a celebrated history
and upon which most people probably have a rather intuitive grasp. Yet later in
this chapter, when distinguishing between various forms of democracy, the
wording should be considered carefully and terminological innovations should, if
at all possible, be avoided.

More important is the lower side of the triangle; that is, the relationship between
connotation and denotation. The connotation involves the characteristics defining
a concept. In the case of democracy, most scholars would at a minimum include
the characteristic of competitive elections on the basis of which leadership is
decided. The denotation is the cases which the concept covers; that is, specific
instances of democracy. In order to denote these, it is necessary to operationalize
the defining characteristics subsumed by the connotation. The aim here is to avoid
vagueness. More generally, the golden rule of the triangle is that there is an inverse
relationship between a concept’s connotation and its denotation, meaning that the
more demanding the definition, the fewer the cases it covers. This rule is decisive
for the efforts to conceptualize and measure democracy. The best way of appre-
ciating the rule is via what Sartori (1970) has labeled the ‘ladder of abstraction’.
Sartori’s message is that we can place the different concepts on different rungs on
one and the same ladder according to the level of abstraction at which they 
are operating. If defined by relatively few characteristics (the connotation), the

40 Conceptions: democracy – what is it?

Term

(Conceptual
treatment)

Inverse
relationship

(Operational
definition)

(Verbal
definition)

Connotation Denotation

Figure 3.1 The Ogden-Richards Triangle



concepts are relatively abstract in the sense that there can be relatively many
empirical instances of them (the denotation). In other words, if democracy is to be
defined by competitive elections alone, a large number of countries would be
democratic. When we add more characteristics to the definition (e.g., by expand-
ing the electoral criteria and/or adding political liberties and/or rule of law), 
the concept is displaced to a lower rung on the ladder of abstraction. The defini-
tion is now more demanding, and fewer countries can therefore be regarded as
democratic.1

Substantive or realistic definitions?

A fundamental choice must be made before even thinking in terms of the logic of
the ladder of abstraction. A general demarcation line in the literature runs between
what are normally termed substantive and procedural definitions of democracy
(Sartori 1987: 11; Collier & Levitsky 1996; Sørensen 2008: 10–16). The substan-
tive definitions are the most demanding, as they emphasize the substance or
content of democracy (sometimes even construing it as a modus vivendi, a way of
living). Here, characteristics such as the economic distribution of resources or the
opportunity to participate in a rational deliberation are often emphasized (see Held
2006: 1–2; see also Chapter 2, this volume). In other words, power is to be distri-
buted in society in such a manner that everyone can participate on an equal footing,
meaning that democracy is to some extent defined by its results.

The procedural tradition instead equates democracy with a political regime or a
political method. This tradition can be traced back to Max Weber (see Held 2006:
ch. 5) and Hans Kelsen (1920), and it was also prominent among Anglo-Saxon
political scientists in the interwar period (Bryce 1921; Naess et al. 1956: 130–131).2

These two strands came together in – and culminated with – Joseph Schumpeter’s
famous definition in 1942. As already reported, Schumpeter presented democracy
as a modus procedendi, that is, a regime defined by the presence of a specific set of
procedures. The perspective on democracy found in Weber, Kelsen, Bryce, and
Schumpeter is also referred to as the ‘realistic’ approach (O’Donnell 2001), an
adjective Schumpeter himself used about his formula.

Substantive and procedural definitions are so fundamentally different that it
makes no sense to place them on the same ladder of abstraction. The former posi-
tion thus entails that democracy is rendered as a ‘What?’, the latter position that it
is construed as a ‘How?’ (Ross 1952 [1946]; Møller & Skaaning 2011: ch. 3). In
a nutshell, if democracy is defined by its content (as a What?), it cannot be a
political method (a How?). We therefore have a choice to make in determining
which of the two has the most to offer. Here, it is appropriate to hammer home
that the choice between competing definitions is not an abstract matter which 
can be conclusively determined via free-floating speculations, or simply logics.
Instead, the choice depends upon the specific issue in question (the research
question in academic parlance). Substantive definitions are surely preferable in
some studies; for example, analyses of democratic participation or, perhaps,
attempts at describing a democratic ideal.
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In other cases, procedural definitions have more to offer. In this connection,
several factors can be emphasized. First, there is considerable agreement as to
which aspects are to be included and excluded when it comes to a realistic defini-
tion à la Schumpeter. Second, such definitions have the advantage of containing
relatively few defining characteristics. This paves the way for testing whether
characteristics couched in the substantive definitions, such as cultural, social, or
economic traits, appear to be the causes or consequences of democracy. If, say,
economic equality per definition is part of democracy, we are unable to study
whether there is a positive relationship between economic equality and democracy
(Karl 1990: 2; Alvarez et al. 1996: 18; Diamond 1999: 8; Linz 2000: 57–58).
Finally, a more pragmatic argument is important. As the procedural definitions are
realistic, it is relatively simple to assess whether a given country is democratic.
Indeed, according to Guillermo O’Donnell (2001:11), this adjective simply means
that we are dealing with “attributes whose absence or existence we can assess
empirically.”3 In short, realistic definitions make it possible to operationalize and
measure democracy in multiple cases without excessive problems of vagueness
(Adcock & Collier 2001).

It is a different matter with the substantive definitions, where we often fumble
in the dark as soon as we move from the theoretical reflections into the real world.
For if democracy is, say, a form of deliberation which realizes the common good,
who can determine with any certainty how democratic a given country is?
Likewise, if all relevant resources have to be equally distributed, then exactly
where do we draw the line between democracy and non-democracy, and how do
we measure this cross-nationally?

Tellingly, most of the attempts at explaining democracy and democratization via
comparative analyses opt for an extended version of the Schumpeterian formula
(e.g., Lipset 1959; Huntington 1991; Przeworski et al. 2000). If these analyses
mention the substantive definitions at all, it is only by way of the introductory
conceptual discussion. As soon as the empirical material is brought into play, it is
primarily the procedural formula that is applied in the field (e.g., Sørensen 2008).
We follow this practice. But the choice of a procedural definition is merely the first
step. For, even under the heading modus procedendi, it is possible to place several
different properties, thereby operating on multiple levels of abstraction.

A typology of various forms of democracy

The next step is therefore to situate a number of relevant procedural definitions on
the respective rungs of the ladder of abstraction by constructing a typology4 of
different kinds of democracy. We apply the per genus et differentiam logic, which
is the basis for the ladder, moving down the rungs by adding characteristics. Doing
this, we distinguish between three properties which have been emphasized as
central in the democratization literature in recent decades:

1 Electoral rights
2 Political/civil liberties
3 Rule of law
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We derive the electoral attribute from Schumpeter’s (1974 [1942]) classic defi-
nition. Political liberties are anchored in Dahl’s (1971, 1989) elaboration of
polyarchy. The rule of law we embed with reference to O’Donnell’s (2001) call for
augmenting Dahl’s definition (for a more general treatment of these issues, see
Møller & Skaaning 2010, 2011: chs 1–3).

We have already justified the relevance of these procedural characteristics.
However, it is necessary to underline one thing. Our typology systematically
reduces the conceptual complexity via functional reduction (Lazarsfeld & Barton
1951); that is, by deleting empirically empty combinations of the serial operations
on the three properties. The premise for doing so is that the real world is marked
by a hierarchical relationship in the way countries score on the three characteris-
tics. More particularly, countries should not do worse with regard to elections than
with regard to political liberties, and they should not do worse with regard to
political liberties than the rule of law. The exercise becomes much more compli-
cated in the absence of such an empirical hierarchy, as the typology must then
include all of the conceivable combinations of the three characteristics. This would
include regimes where political liberties and the rule of law are upheld despite the
absence of competitive elections. Such ‘liberal autocracies’ were actually in
existence as recently as the period leading up to World War I, as many Western
European countries had introduced the rule of law but did not hold free (inclusive)
elections. Today, however, this is an extinct species (Diamond 1999: 4),5 as
elections now precede the rule of law. More particularly, in prior work we have
demonstrated the empirical presence of a very clear hierarchy across the three
characteristics (Møller & Skaaning 2010, 2011). In a nutshell, the countries of the
world are most democratic as far as elections are concerned and least democratic
with respect to the rule of law – political liberties are situated somewhere in
between. Bearing this in mind, the diffferent types of democracies can be fleshed
out and placed on the various rungs of the ladder (Table 3.1).

A couple of clarifications are pertinent. The first type, minimalist democracy,
is based solely on Schumpeter’s (1974 [1942]: 269) definition: “the democratic
method is that institutional arrangement for arriving at political decisions in which
individuals acquire the power to decide by means of a competitive struggle for
people’s vote.” Along the same lines, Adam Przeworski (1991: 14) argues that
democracy is a matter of institutionalized uncertainty, where all interests are
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Competitive Free, Political Rule 
elections inclusive liberties of law

elections

Minimalist democracy +
Electoral democracy + +
Polyarchy + + +
Liberal democracy + + + +

Note: The presence of an attribute is indicated by ‘+’.



subjected to competition. More particularly, (minimalist) democracy is defined by
frequent elections characterized by ‘ex ante uncertainty’, ‘ex post irreversibility’,
and repeatability (Alvarez et al. 1996: 50–51). What often goes unnoticed – or is
at least downplayed – is that Schumpeter (1974 [1942]: 244–245, 270–271)
explicitly gives leeway for grouping a country as a case of (minimalist) democracy
even if the right to vote in the competitive elections is restricted to certain parts 
of the adult population or in the face of the political analogy to what economists
refer to as ‘unfair’ competition (though at some unspecified point such fraudulent
competition of course disqualifies a country from the set of democracies). The only
hard-and-fast requirement is that the designation of the government follows from
the voters’ choice. This can be done either directly as in presidential systems or
indirectly as with government responsibility to the legislature in parliamentary
systems. In general, if genuine political competition exists, the result is thus
democracy in the Schumpeterian sense, regardless of whether there are restrictions
on the right to vote, moderate irregularities in the elections, or domains where
tutelary powers can veto policies (but not governments). Conversely, if there is an
absence of such competition, we are dealing with autocracy.

Electoral democracy is the next rung on the ladder of abstraction. Regarding
this type, the elections are not merely characterized by competition; they are also
free and inclusive. This means that suffrage is equal and universal, that there are
no substantial irregularities associated with elections, and that there are no reserved
domains where non-elected groups (e.g., the armed forces) have a veto on
significant areas of politics (cf. Valenzuela 1992; Merkel 2004; O’Donnell 2004:
14). Electoral democracy is thus distinguished from minimalist democracy solely
on the attribute of electoral rights.

Descending yet another rung, we encounter Dahl’s notion of polyarchy (1971,
1989). In polyarchies, free and inclusive elections are supplemented by political/
civil liberties such as free speech and freedom of assembly and association.
Finally, liberal democracy is situated at the bottom of the ladder and is thus the
most demanding type. In this instance, free elections and political liberties are
supplemented by rule of law, rule of law being understood as the regular and
impartial administration of public rules (cf. Rawls 1971: 235).6 The rule of 
law addition to the concept of democracy – hence liberal democracy – has been
proposed by scholars such as O’Donnell (2001, 2004; see also Diamond 1999;
Merkel 2004).

Notice that the typology to some extent treats the three characteristics differently
as the electoral attribute has been divided into three: ‘free, inclusive elections’,
‘competitive elections’, and ‘no competitive elections’. The other two charac-
teristics have only been dichotomized. This conceptual difference reflects the
hierarchical premise of the typology. In relation to democracy, the property of
elections is simply in a league of its own. Political competition at the ballot-box is
the condicio sine qua non of democracy; that is, a necessary condition for even
the thinnest definition of democracy (cf. Collier & Adcock 1999: 559; Merkel
2004: 36–38; Føllesdal & Hix 2006: 534). With reference to Schumpeter, the
existence of this kind of political competition therefore represents our minimal
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definition of democracy – and the core of all the other definitions situated at lower
rungs. In other words, competitive elections are a basic condition for the typology
of democracy, i.e., the main dividing line between democracy and autocracy. The
other characteristics work to determine whether a country can live up to the more
demanding definitions of democracy.

The logic of the ladder means that the lower rungs subsume the higher rungs
by definition. Any empirical instance of polyarchy also fulfills the conditions for
electoral democracy and minimalist democracy, but not for liberal democracy.
However, when referring to actual empirical observations (countries), we use the
most demanding definition of democracy they live up to. A country such as
Norway is thus labeled a liberal democracy, even though it is also, in diminish-
ing order, a polyarchy, an electoral democracy, and a minimalist democracy.
Logically, then, ever fewer countries live up to the definitions of democracy as we
move down the ladder. Relatively many countries will be minimalist democracies,
while relatively few countries will be liberal democracies.7 This is a result of the
inverse relationship between connotation and denotation.

Autocracy and its sub-types

So far, we have squarely focused on the democratic side of the spectrum of
political regimes. This will not do, as the autocratic side also merits attention. We
have previously made it clear that we call all instances of undemocratic regimes
autocracies. However, here we discuss to what extent this overarching category
should also be disaggregated. The point of departure for this discussion is the
simple observation that the focus on autocracy has recently made a comeback.
Three influential strands may be identified here. First, and most generally, scholars
such as Larry Diamond (2002), Andreas Schedler (2002, 2006), and Steven
Levitsky and Lucan Way (2002, 2010) have drawn attention to ‘electoral/
competitive authoritarian’ regimes characterized by frequent and sometimes even
intensively fought elections but which nevertheless belong to the set of autocracies.
Second, and in terms of more elaborate classifications, scholars such as Juan Linz
and Alfred Stepan (1996), Barbara Geddes (1999), Axel Hadenius and Jan Teorell
(2007), and José Cheibub et al. (2010) have attempted to distinguish between
different kinds of autocracies. Third, and regarding the consequences of this
variation, scholars such as Jennifer Gandhi (2008), Jason Brownlee (2007, 2009),
and Milan Svolik (2008) have argued that these distinctions matter with respect
to the prospect of autocratic stability, democratic transitions, and democratic
consolidation, respectively.

A seminal disaggregation of the overarching category of modern autocracies8

was carried out by Linz (2000 [1975]) in Totalitarian and Authoritarian Regimes.
His attempt to describe and understand various kinds of autocracies was later
elaborated in an influential book with Stepan (Linz & Stepan 1996). Based on four
dimensions – leadership, mobilization, ideology, and pluralism – Linz and Stepan
distinguish between totalitarian, post-totalitarian, sultanistic, and authoritarian
regimes.9 The defining characteristics are summarized in Table 3.2.
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Linz and Stepan highlight a number of diagnostic specimens of these categories:
Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union under Stalin are cases of totalitarian rule,
Hungary in the 1980s a case of post-totalitarian rule, Spain under Franco a case of
authoritarian rule, and Haiti under ‘Papa Doc’ Duvalier and later ‘Baby Doc’
Duvalier a case of sultanistic rule.

More recent efforts to conceptualize the autocratic side of the regime spectrum
differ from Linz and Stepan’s framework in significant ways but have much in
common with each other. Geddes (1999) has based her distinctions on the rulers’
power bases and ends up with three prototypes: military rule, single-party rule,
and personalist rule, plus a number of hybrid versions. To this list, Hadenius and
Teorell (2007) add monarchies, remove personalist rule – because personalism
characterizes all autocracies to some degree – and consider one-party rule to be a
sub-type of a category of non-democratic which they term ‘electoral regimes’.10

Cheibub et al. (2010) agree with the first two adjustments but not with the latter.
Moreover, they motivate the resulting distinction between monarchical autoc-
racies, civilian (usually party) autocracies, and military autocracies in the
following way:

Monarchs rely on family and kin networks along with consultative councils;
military rulers confine key potential rivals from the armed forces within
juntas; and, civilian dictators usually create a smaller body within a regime
party – a political bureau – to coopt potential rivals. Because real decision-
making power lies within these small institutions, they generally indicate how
power is organized within the regime, to which forces dictators are respon-
sible, and who may be likely to remove them. They produce different incen-
tives and constraints on dictators which, in turn, should have an impact on
their decisions and performance.

(Cheibub et al. 2010: 84)

The last part of the quote, hinting that the different forms of autocracy are
systematically related to different outcomes, is particularly important for our
purposes and we return to this point in our discussion of the causes of democratic
transitions and stability. Though we do not embed the distinctions discussed in
this section in our general typology of regime types, we draw on them where
relevant.

A cursory glance at the world anno 2011

The actual description of the empirical development of democracy is found in 
Part II of this book. However, in order to put some flesh on the conceptual edifice,
we briefly touch upon the empirical reality anno 2011. To do so, we draw upon
the Freedom in the World Survey, an annual report issued by US-based Freedom
House. This report provides two different scores for all countries. The first reflects
the respect for ‘Political Rights’ and the second ‘Civil Liberties’. For each
dimension, countries are assigned a score between 1 and 7, with 1 indicating the
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highest level of freedom. In order to measure our types, we have used a procedure
which requires both some elucidation and some explicit justification. In a nutshell,
we argue that it is possible to use the Freedom House data to distinguish between
autocracy and the four different types of democracy.

First, we use the scores on political rights, which primarily concern the extent to
which elections are free, in order to distinguish between democracies with free
elections (1–2), minimalist democracies (3–4), and autocracies (5–7). Since 1989
Freedom House has released a yearly list of ‘electoral democracies’. The criteria
for inclusion in this group very much overlap with our definition of minimalist
democracies. Therefore, for the years 1989 and onwards, we use this list rather
than the maximum score of 4 on political rights to assess if countries are included
in the set of democracies. Next, we use the scores for civil liberties in order to
further divide the democracies with free elections into three groups: liberal
democracies (1 on civil liberties), polyarchies (2 on civil liberties), and electoral
democracies (>2 on civil liberties).

This is of course a rather imperfect way to measure the three attributes but
unfortunately we are unable to score political liberties and the rule of law
independently of each other. The reason that this cannot be done is that Freedom
House has only published its subcategory scores for the year 2005 onwards.11

Using these sub-component scores will not suffice, as we venture much further
back in time in this book. However, elsewhere we have established the hierarchy
empirically for the years 2005 to 2010, as based on Freedom House’s subcategory
scores (Møller & Skaaning 2010, 2011). Insofar as this hierarchy is robust across
the scrutinized period, our procedure should not be overly problematic.12

When applying this formula to the most recent Freedom House report from
2012, which covers the year 2011, we arrive at the distribution presented in 
Table 3.3. Freedom House includes 195 countries in its most recent survey. Of
these, 49 fulfill the criteria linked to the definition of liberal democracy. Twenty-
eight democracies do not perform quite on this level and therefore only meet the
criteria for a polyarchy. A mere seven countries do not qualify as polyarchies but
still live up to the definition of electoral democracy, whereas 33 countries just
fulfill the criteria to be included in the set of minimalist democracies. Finally, there
are no less than 78 autocracies. This is the lay of the land in 2011 according to our
definitions, measured with the help of the Freedom House data. Orwell may not
care much for the distinctions we have drawn between different kinds of democ-
racy, but each type has a specific meaning, so there is hardly talk of any severe
conceptual confusion. In the next part of the book we show when, where, and how
democratic developments have unfolded over time.

48 Conceptions: democracy – what is it?
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Table 3.3 Distribution of countries in the typology, 2011

Liberal Polyarchy Electoral Minimalist Autocracy 
democracy (28) democracy democracy (78)
(49) (7) (33)

Andorra Argentina El Salvador Albania Afghanistan Mozambique
Australia Belize Guyana Antigua & Algeria Nepal
Austria Benin India Barbuda Angola Nicaragua
Bahamas Brazil Indonesia Bangladesh Armenia Nigeria
Barbados Bulgaria Jamaica Bolivia Azerbaijan North Korea
Belgium Croatia Mali Bosnia- Bahrain Oman
Canada Dominican Peru Herzegovina Belarus Pakistan
Cape Verde Rep. Botswana Bhutan Qatar
Chile Ghana Colombia Brunei Russia
Costa Rica Greece Comoros Burkina Faso Rwanda
Cyprus Grenada Ecuador Burma Saudi Arabia
Czech Rep Hungary East Timor Burundi Singapore
Denmark Israel Guatemala Cambodia Solomon
Dominica Japan Lesotho Cameroun Islands
Estonia Latvia Liberia Central Somalia
Finland Mauritius Macedonia African Rep. South Sudan
France Mongolia Malawi Chad Sri Lanka
Germany Namibia Maldives China Sudan
Iceland Panama Mexico Congo, Rep. Swaziland
Ireland Romania Moldova Congo, Syria
Italy Samoa Montenegro Demo. Rep. Tajikistan
Kiribati São Tóme Niger Côte d’Ivoire Togo
Liechtenstein & Prín. Papua New Cuba Turkmenistan
Lithuania Serbia Guinea Djibouti Uganda
Luxembourg South Africa Paraguay Egypt United Arab 
Malta South Korea Philippines Equatorial Emirates
Marshall Suriname Senegal Guinea Uzbekistan
Islands Taiwan Seychelles Eritrea Venezuela
Micronesia Trinidad & Sierra Leone Ethiopia Vietnam
Monaco Tobago Tanzania Fiji Yemen
Nauru Vanuatu Thailand Gabon Zimbabwe
Netherlands Tonga Gambia
New Zealand Tunisia Georgia
Norway Turkey Guinea
Palau Ukraine Guinea-Bissau
Poland Zambia Haiti
Portugal Honduras
St. Kitts & Iran
Nevis Iraq
St. Lucia Jordan
St. Vincent Kazakhstan
& Gr. Kenya
San Marino Kosovo
Slovakia Kuwait
Slovenia Kyrgyzstan
Spain Laos
Sweden Lebanon
Switzerland Libya
Tuvalu Madagascar
United Malaysia
Kingdom Mauritania
United States Morocco
Uruguay
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4 Medieval foundations of the
second coming of democracy1

June 15, 1215, is an important day in the history of modern democracy. On this
day, a number of England’s most powerful barons rallied against King John (aka
Lackland) at Runnymede, a short distance to the west of London. Under the 
threat of rebellion, the barons forced the English king to sign the Magna Carta
Liberatum, the Great Charter of Liberties. As the name indicates, the Magna Carta
codified a considerable number of liberties together with habeas corpus, the right
to have one’s case tried in the court system.2 The Magna Carta thus served as a
set of legal barriers against the arbitrary exercise of power by the king. Above all,
it meant that the law placed limits on the power of the ruler. The charter also
declared that the free subjects in the Kingdom (above all, the aforementioned
barons) had the right of rebellion should the king fail to respect the legal
concessions he had made. In return, the barons renewed their oath of loyalty to
King John.

The Magna Carta was actually in no way unique. Similar charters of liberties
were forced upon monarchs in even the remotest corners of Western Christendom
over the course of the Middle Ages.3 The right to resistance has been dated all the
way back to the Oaths of Strasbourg in AD 842 (Bloch 1971b [1939]: 451–452), an
occasion at which Charles the Bald and Louis the German pledged their allegiance
to one another in an alliance against their brother, Emperor Lothar I. The Oaths
of Strasbourg are remarkable for including the following point: If one of the kings
broke the mutual oath, their soldiers – who had also taken the oath – were bound
by duty not to assist their king. This was arguably one of the earliest reflections of
the modern conception of popular sovereignty4 which was to prove hugely
influential in most of Western Europe in the High Middle Ages.

The importance of the precedent in Strasbourg should not be overstated,
however. It was not until the 13th and 14th centuries that actual ‘charters of rights’
began spreading throughout Western Europe. In addition to the Magna Carta
(1215), a number of so-called ‘golden bulls’ (aurea bullae) were issued in the 13th
century. The most important of these was that of the Hungarian King Andreas II
in 1222, which granted privileges to the Hungarian nobility relatively similar to
those mentioned in the Magna Carta. The Aragonese Privilege of the Union
(Privilegio de la unión) of 1287 and the the statute of Dauphiné of 1341 could also
be mentioned as instances (Bloch 1971b [1939]: 451–452). The distinct historical



status of the Magna Carta owes to the subsequent significance of the charter for
English constitutionalism. On the European continent, the various charters of liber-
ties were annulled or at the very least diluted following the advent of absolutism
after the onset of the 16th-century military revolution (Downing 1992; Finer
1997b: 1298–1307). Conversely, the catalog of rights in the Magna Carta proved
durable. In fact, the charter remains valid in England and Wales to this day. For
example, it provides specific rights to the City of London and the Anglican Church.
The Magna Carta thus assumes a prominent position in the traditional English
notion of having an ‘ancient constitution’ that guarantees the time-honored Anglo-
Saxon liberties (Pocock 1957).

The historical roots of representative democracy

Why this excursion to a southern English meadow in a distant past? This chapter
outlines the second coming of democracy in the 19th century. At the time, more
than one-and-a-half millennia had lapsed since ancient Greek democracy
disappeared (Hansen 2010c: 16–17). But it is important to note that the modern
European version of democracy did not represent the direct continuation of ancient
Greek democracy. As already mentioned, though important similarities exist,
ancient democracy was in significant ways – most notably with regard to repre-
sentation, the scope of citizenship, and fundamental (liberal) rights – different in
theory and practice from modern liberal democracy (Sartori 1987: 279; Manin
1997).

A number of features of liberal democracy should instead be traced back to the
conceptions and institutional practices of the Middle Ages regarding popular
sovereignty, legal rights, and representative institutions. It is on this basis that
Mogens Herman Hansen (2010c: 30) – who identifies no unbroken tradition from
Antiquity to modern democracy – grants that, with regard to representative
democracy, “there is an unbroken tradition which connects modern legislatures
with the medieval parliaments of the 13th century onwards, and modern govern-
ments with the king’s council as known from the high Middle Ages onwards” (see
also Acton 1972: 91). Robert A. Dahl makes a similar point in the following way:

The first successful efforts to democratize the national state typically occurred
in countries with existing legislative bodies that were intended to represent
certain fairly distinctive social interests: aristocrats, commoners, the landed
interest, the commercial interest, and the like. As movements toward greater
democratization gained force, therefore, the design for a ‘representative’
legislature did not have to be spun from gossamer fibers of abstract democratic
ideas; concrete legislatures and representatives, undemocratic though they
were, already existed.

(Dahl 1989: 215)

The estates of the realm (États, Stände, Cortes), first convened towards the end of
the 12th century, in subsequent centuries popping up in even the remotest corners
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of Western Christendom (Myers 1975), were thus the forerunners of the contem-
porary parliaments. This is where the idea of political representation arose. The
notion of being able to delegate one’s decision-making competence to elected or
appointed representatives is simply drawn from the estate-based society of the
Middle Ages, including its corporative approach to rights (Finer 1997a: 1025).
Furthermore, a charter – such as the Magna Carta – serves as a legal restriction on
the power of the king, and in combination with the privileges of corporate groups
we here find the seeds of the constitutionally guaranteed liberties of our time. To
understand the advent of modern democracy, we thus need to capture the content
of this prior medieval constitutionalism and to explain its origins. This is the
twofold aim of the present chapter, which closes with a panoramic view of the
second coming of democracy in the 19th century.

Medieval constitutionalism

The institutional manifestations of medieval constitutionalism were those of
corporative rights, charter of liberties, and estates of the realm. Ideologically,
constitutionalism was reflected in ecclesiastical and secular writings about the
relations between rulers and community and about corporations (Tierney 1982).
Most important was probably the doctrine of the right to resistance (Bloch 1971b
[1939]: 451–452); that is, the notion that the loyalty of the people first and
foremost follows from the king respecting the privileges that have been granted,
for example, in connection with the charters, and that rebellion is justified insofar
as the king transgresses these limits. One way of capturing constitutionalism 
would be by saying that the practical use of charters, the gathering of the estates of
the realm, and the introduction of legal privileges for certain groups were the
institutions which ‘translated’ the theoretical teachings about rulership into specific
rights in the estate-based society of the day. The medieval milieu was simply
pervaded with constitutionalist thoughts and practices (Tierney 1982: 40).

The importance of medieval constitutionalism has been stressed by Brian M.
Downing (1992) in The Military Revolution and Political Change. Downing
attempts to explain why certain parts of Western and Central Europe developed
into what he unashamedly terms ‘democracies’5 after the Middle Ages, whereas
absolute monarchy made inroads in other parts of this area. Downing draws
attention to the 16th-century military revolution and the political impact of the
subsequent geopolitical competition. But the actual premise of his explanation is
that the constitutional basis for modern democracy existed throughout Western
Christendom when the military revolution began in the 16th century. In the areas
where the military revolution did not require absolutist state power because funds
for warfare could be extracted without mobilizing the economy with force, such as
the protected British Isles and the prosperous Netherlands, this heritage simply
resulted in constitutional democracy. In the areas where the opposite was the case,
for example, in vulnerable and exposed France and impoverished Prussia, con-
stitutionalism was sacrificed for military efficiency. Instead of democracy, the
absolutist state won the day.

Foundations of democracy’s second coming 55



Regarding the constitutional basis, Downing asserts that Western and Central
Europe distinguishes itself from all other regions on this point. This is the one area
where we find the constitutional infrastructure that led to modern, representative
democracy (see also Hintze 1975 [1931]; Myers 1975; Poggi 1978; Finer 1997b).
It is therefore, Downing argues, no coincidence that Western Europe, together with
the European settler offshoots (in particular, the USA, Canada, Australia, and New
Zealand, but to a lesser extent also Latin America), set the stage for the first
representative democracies. In fact, Downing (1992: 10) goes so far as to suggest
that it is difficult to imagine liberal democracy thriving outside of these areas. This
last claim does not fit particularly well with the third wave of democratization (see
Chapter 5), which really got going at the very point in time at which Downing sent
his book to press. Nevertheless, Downing’s failed prediction does not undermine
his historical point. It is indeed striking that the modern resurrection – or second
coming – of democracy was a purely Western phenomenon.

The origins of constitutionalism

It is one thing to conclude that the soil was prepared for representative democracy
in Western Christendom. Entirely different is the question to what this favorable
heritage owes. Downing shies away from opening up this Pandora’s box. He more
or less takes the historical background for granted – the medieval conception of
popular sovereignty, representative institutions, and the rule of law (Downing
1992: 10) – and merely shows that similar institutions were not to be found in the
countries of Eastern Europe and Asia (see also Myers 1975). Fortunately, we are
able to find assistance elsewhere. Several of the great sociologists and historians of
the 19th and 20th centuries addressed this issue extensively.

A majority of these scholars pointed to the European state system as a necessary
precondition for constitutionalism. At least since the Hundred Years War (circa
1337–1453), this system has been characterized by what German historian Otto
Hintze referred to as a systematic dynamic of Schieben und Drängen (push and
pull). Since the fall of the (Western) Roman Empire, no one European power has
been able to gain lasting temporal hegemony – as opposed to the great civilizations
of Asia where empires, which by definition avoid competition between their con-
stituent units, have been the norm (Jones 2008 [1981]: 104–108). However, what
is peculiar about the European state system is not solely competition but also
integration (Weber 1981 [1927]: 337; Hall 1989: 553). European competition was
an effective facilitator of important developments, such as the spread of tech-
nologies, including bureaucratic and political technologies, exactly because the
European space was close knit culturally (Jones 2008 [1981]: 45).

There is little doubt that the European multistate system was a precondition for
the development of constitutionalism; but as a mono-causal explanation it is
clearly insufficient. We can thus pinpoint at least two cases/sets of cases which
contradict this. First, Warring States China (475–221 BC) was characterized by a
strikingly similar state system, but one which did not produce constitution-
alism (Finer 1997b: 1305–1306; Hui 2004, 2005). Second, Russia was gradually
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integrated into the European state system without developing constitutionalism
(Finer 1997b: 1407–1411).

Tellingly, the classical sociologists and historians working on this subject
eschewed mono-causal explanations. Instead, their work tends to show how a
sometimes not even exhaustive configuration of factors combined to produce con-
stitutionalism. Max Weber’s sociological work is probably most influential
(Smelser 1976: 123) but Otto Hintze (1962 [1929]; 1962 [1930]; 1975 [1931])
likewise finds the origins of medieval constitutionalism – what he refers to as the
Ständestaat – in a unique combination of factors (Gerhard 1970: 35). Similarly,
economic historians such as Eric L. Jones (2008 [1981]: xviii) have argued against
the identification of one root cause in order to lay bare the configuration of factors
explaining the rise of the West.

So, which factors must be included in the configuration that brought about
medieval constitutionalism? Seen from the higher ground, the literature on state
formation and regime change in Europe has tended to supplement the emphasis on
the state system with two contextual (and possibly contingent) historical factors:
first, religious–secular conflicts; second, European feudalism. Whereas the former
factor both worked to sustain the competitiveness of the European state system and
had a more direct effect upon constitutionalism, the latter factor first and foremost
had an effect via the creation of a particular societal landscape characterized by a
balance of power between rulers and privileged groups in society.

The religious–secular divide

Francis Fukuyama (2011) has recently proposed that the early European develop-
ment of the rule of law was a contingent effect of the competition between secular
rulers and the Catholic Church following the Gregorian Reforms in the 11th
century and the subsequent Investiture Contest over the right to appoint ecclesi-
astical offices. Fukuyama here echoes a huge number of scholars who have
pinpointed the religious–secular conflicts of Western Christendom as a pre-
condition of the development of constitutionalism (e.g., de Ruggiero 1927: 19;
Tierney 1982: 10; Zakaria 2003: 34). The claim is expressly not that Christian
doctrines in themselves carried the seeds of such constitutionalism. As John A.
Hall (1985: 119–120) pertinently points out, in the Orthodox Church similar
Christian doctrines were used to defend ceasaropapism, that is, the notion that
secular and religious rule should be fused into one, absolutist office. However,
exactly the opposite occurred in Western or Latin Christendom. Conflict between
the Church as an international organization and the secular rulers of Western and
Central Europe has been ongoing since the 11th century. To quote Holmes:

Throughout the Middle Ages people were confronted with two distinct and
quite incommensurable realities: the towering stone castle and the towering
stone cathedral; Caesar and Christ; sovereignty on the one hand and salvation
on the other.

(Holmes 1979: 125)
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Moreover, in time, the Church itself was split into competing units due to the
Reformation. The religious–secular divide meant that, at least since the Gregorian
Reforms (roughly 1050–1080), no one authority has been able to gain omnipo-
tence, neither ideologically nor politically. As such, the religious–secular divide
has been an important impetus behind the extraordinary European state system,
which has already been highlighted as a cause of constitutionalism. Furthermore,
the Roman Catholic Church was the force that, via its institutional infrastructure
and ecclesiastical doctrines, was the dominant factor in creating the cultural
homogeneity which is the other key ingredient in the European state system.

The religious–secular divide may also be seen as the first important structural
differentiation in the modernization process of the West. This divide paved the
way for the development of quasi-independent social domains, i.e., spheres of
society not beholden to the state (Holmes 1979: 124–125; see also Chapter 7, this
volume). Here, we see dimly the roots of the civil society that has played such a
pivotal role in the development of European constitutionalism (cf. Hall 1985).
Harking back to Chapter 1, Benjamin Constant explicitly highlighted the
disjunction of state and society as the precondition for the notion of modern liberty.
In this view, individual rights developed as a response to the danger that the state
would destroy the autonomy of society that has been brought into existence by the
religious–secular divide in general and the Reformation in particular (Holmes
1982: 54–59).

Finally, the import of the religious–secular divide also works on the ideational
or ideological level. Following the Gregorian Revolution, the Church was
instrumental in spreading the doctrine that secular rulers were bound by Christian
law. This doctrine, which had an important Old Testament precedent (Finer 1997a:
863–864), diffused across Latin Christendom via the activities of the Church
(Hintze 1975 [1931]: 318). More generally, much theological work was done on
the relationship between rulers and society, work that contributed to the devel-
opment of theories about corporations, limited monarchy, and the mixed
constitution, theories which later on migrated into political theory (Tierney 1982).
These ecclesiastical teachings thereby provided the ideological backdrop of
medieval constitutionalism.

The importance of the Catholic Church is manifested in the fact that con-
stitutionalism eventually came to characterize all temporal units within Western
Christendom. Yet, it never spread beyond the border of Western or Latin
Christendom (Myers 1975; Poggi 1978). Most importantly, Russia never produced
constitutionalism and neither did the remaining parts of Orthodox Europe (Myers
1975: 36–39).

Feudalism

But just as the state system did not in itself produce constitutionalism, so we must
remain skeptical about whether the religious–secular divide in itself or in com-
bination with the state system was sufficient to create constitutionalism. One
additional factor needs to be highlighted, namely medieval feudalism. This, at
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least, is the claim we meet in the writings of a number of classical sociologists and
historians (see, e.g., Hintze 1962 [1930]: 120, 139; Bloch 1971b [1939]: 451–452;
Poggi 1991: 88–89), who consistently linked the rise of constitutionalism to
feudalism.

The crystallization of feudalism was obviously facilitated by the religious–
secular divide, especially via the creation of an independent and privileged cleri-
cal estate in society. But feudalism was also a contingent development partly 
offset by military requirements in a moneyless society (see Bloch 1971a [1939]). 
What interests us here is the political effects of feudalism. A number of famous
examples of the nexus between feudalism and constitutionalism may be found. 
To mention only one, J.G.A. Pocock (1957: 109–111) recounts how Sir Henry
Spelman used the concept of the feudum to show that the English Parliament “had
[originally] been simply a feudal curia in which the barons met their king, as
vassals their lord, to discuss the affairs of his lordship,” something Pocock goes on
to term “probably the most important single discovery that has ever been made in
the historiography of the medieval constitution.”

More generally, we can identify three characteristics of European feudalism as
a form of government (cf. Stephenson 1942; Poggi 1978; Strayer 1987 [1965]),
which set the stage for constitutionalism. First, sovereignty was divided into a
vertical hierarchy between lords and vassals; there was thus no omnipotent power
center as we later see in the absolute state. Second, the ties of dependence between
lord and vassal were of a contractual character, which led to legal reciprocity. This
asymmetrical contractual relationship paved the way for the notion of the right to
resistance and for legal privileges for certain groups (estates). Third, the corporate
immunities granted to these estate groups – initially the nobility and clergy, sub-
sequently also the free towns – created a multiplicity of privileged groups which
the rulers had to bargain with to obtain the wherewithal for warfare.

The representative institutions of the Middle Ages emerged out of this situation.
In the words of Marc Bloch (1971b [1939]: 451–452):

It was assuredly no accident that the representative system, in the very
aristocratic form of the English Parliament, the French ‘Estates’, the Stände of
Germany, and the Spanish Cortes, originated in states which were only just
emerging from the feudal stage and still bore its imprint.

Various attempts have been made to identify a similar political feudalism, that is,
feudalism as a form of government rather than a mode of production, outside of
Western Christendom. Most notably, Japan from 1300 to 1600 and Zhōu China
in the period 1046 to 256 BC have been emphasized as potential instances (see
Coulborn 1956; Creel 1970: 319-320; Anderson 1974; Hui 2005: 196, fn. 143).
However, if the three characteristics identified above are treated as necessary
attributes, all non-European instances fall short. Discussing the case of Japan,
Barrington Moore – while accepting Japan as an instance of feudalism – tellingly
concedes that:
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[t]he special character of the Japanese feudal bond, with its much greater
emphasis on status and military loyalty than on a freely chosen contractual
relationship, meant that one source of the impetus behind the Western variety
of free institutions was absent.

(Moore 1991 [1966]: 253)

Towards liberal constitutionalism

The medieval landscape characterized by legal privileges of the various groups of
the ‘Polity of Estates’ (Myers 1975) thus – somewhat paradoxically – represented
primitive constitutional measures against arbitrary state power. The paradox con-
sists of the fact that the pivotal point for liberal constitutionalism is that everyone
is equal before the law. But the very judicial inequality before the law which
marked the corporate privileges of estates paved the way for particular political
and civil liberties which have since gradually become universalized (Ganshof 1952
[1944]: 154; Bloch 1971a [1939]: 228; Poggi 1991: 88–89). The causal mechan-
ism of this broadening of the rights is to be found in the ongoing conflict between
state power, personified by the monarch, and the privileged classes in society since
the High Middle Ages (Schumpeter 1917/1918). The privileges proved to
strengthen constitutionalism because they meant that the monarch was no longer
able to treat his subjects arbitrarily. In the long run, however, the upper class was
unable to prevent these rights from being extended to the lower classes in society,
meaning that privileges in the form of liberties were universalized to the point
where it no longer made sense to talk about privileges (de Ruggiero 1927: 4).

Taken together, the whole process, which leads to the development of European
constitutionalism, is thus an obvious example of unintended consequences, rooted
in the bargaining between rulers and ruled in the context of a competitive state
system, religious–secular conflicts, and feudal institutions. The medieval heritage
made Western Europe and the British settler colonies6 uniquely prepared for the
second coming of democracy, which fused checks and balances, representation,
and political equality.

The great revolutions of the 18th century

Having outlined the medieval foundations of modern democracy, we fast-forward
a couple of centuries. The history about the actual return of democracy begins
towards the end of the 18th century. It had been fermenting for quite some time.
The radical French and skeptical Scottish ages of enlightenment each represented
their rebellion against privileged society. Yet, up until this point, it had merely
been a rebellion in thought and speech, not action. Things did not begin happening
in earnest until the American War of Independence (1775–1783) and the French
Revolution (1789) (Dunn 2005: 71).

These two revolutions were markedly different as regards their respective
perspectives on the democratic ideal. The fathers of the American constitu-
tion warned vehemently against the chaotic forces of democracy. In their 
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self-understanding, the American revolutionaries were fighting to protect the time-
honored (medieval) political liberties of the 13 colonies, including the right to
political representation, a right that had developed even further in the 13 colonies
than in England (Finer 1997b: 1400–1401). With the exception of a few radicals
(e.g., Paine 1996 [1791]), the American revolutionaries were not occupied by the
more democratic version. In that sense, the revolution represented a struggle to
protect legal privileges rather than a fight to repeal them.

In France, the situation after the revolution of 1789 was strikingly different.
From the very outset, a deliberate break with the privileged strata of society was
the stated objective. This was expressed in several different ways: partly in the
treatment of the royal family, the nobility, and the Church (i.e., the previously
privileged groups), partly in the abstract principles laid down in the Declaration of
the Rights of Man and of the Citizens (Déclaration des droits de l’Homme et du
Citoyen) of August 1789. As mentioned in the Introduction, it was in connection
with the French Revolution that democracy, which had previously been a
derogatory word (Naess et al. 1956: 92), was suddenly used as a political slogan by
a particular political grouping, namely the Jacobins under revolutionary leader
Maximilien Robespierre.

The difference between the American and French revolutions is reflected in the
reactions of the day. Most telling are those of Edmund Burke. Burke has come to
be regarded as the father of conservatism, but his contemporaries saw him as a
classic English Liberal, that is, a Whig, not a Tory. Like any Liberal would do,
Burke defended the American revolutionaries. In his eyes, they were fighting to
protect the ancient Anglo-Saxon liberties in the meeting with the arbitrary English
central power in the guise of King George III and his representatives in the
colonies. Conversely, Burke was antagonistic towards the French Revolution, as it
represented a revolt against past rights (or privileges); that is, a radical break with
the status quo ante. In his Reflections on the Revolution in France (1986 [1790]),
he therefore warned vehemently against the radical program of the French
Revolution.

In other words, the self-understanding of the American revolutionaries was that
their rebellion was based on the constitutional basis of the Middle Ages, as was the
case with the English Glorious Revolution of 1688. The French Revolution,
contrariwise, was seen as an attempt to overthrow this very foundation. It is not for
nothing that Karl Marx (1988 [1871]: 54) referred to the French Revolution as a
gigantic broom that swept away all the medieval rubbish. Judging from these two
cases, this proved to be a risky strategy. The French Revolution resulted in a
bloody reign of terror under Maximilien Robespierre, which in turn paved the way
for the Bonapartist reaction. Burke was not alone in coupling the pernicious
consequences of the French Revolution to this radical break with the past. One of
the central ideas in Alexis de Tocqueville’s (1988 [1835/1840]) classic work,
Democracy in America, was that a purely democratic state has an inherent
tendency to centralize power, thereby threatening the liberty of the people. The
absence of the privileged classes means that the state power is not being balanced
by other social forces. In that sense, it may be argued that the English and
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American gradualist paths to democracy were more stable than the radical French
version.

The great revolutions of the 19th century

In the bigger picture, the most important thing about the 18th-century revolutions
was that the genie was now out of the bottle. The medieval conceptions of popular
sovereignty gradually merged with a rebellion against privileged society and thus
a struggle for universal political rights. And for the first time since Antiquity,
democracy was again a positive term, at least among revolutionary Jacobins. That
said, democracy still had some way to go to attain the status it has today as a value
that almost everyone swears by. The warnings issued by Plato, Aristotle, and
restated by James Madison regarding the chaotic forces of democracy, continued
to resonate throughout Western cultured society. Crucially, this was not just a
position represented by conservative monarchists or supporters of the Catholic
Church, who turned their backs on the Enlightenment and criticized the very
notion of equality as well as the faith in human reason (see de Bonald 1796; de
Maistre 1847 [1809]). Liberals were also uncomfortable with the democratic
message about political equality (Przeworski 2009). Burke stated that democracy
was “the most shameless thing in the world,” François Guizot found that democ-
racy is “the echo of an ancient call for social war” (our translation) of the
impoverished majority against the propertied minority, and Guiseppe Mazzini
similarly declared that democracy is “the cry of Spartacus, the expression and
manifestation of a people in its first apprising” (Naess et al. 1956: 113, 115).
Likewise, Benjamin Constant7 and Tocqueville warned against the leveling
consequences of universal suffrage. These messages echoed some of the great
thinkers of the Enlightenment, who were not exactly beholden to democracy either.

As opposed to the conservatives, the liberal apprehensions did not concern the
notion of equality, as such.8 In contrast, they were occupied by the inviolability
of private property. More generally, as already touched upon in Chapter 2, it is
worth noting that the liberal political program – or at least the program of the
classical liberals (Hayek 2006 [1960]: 343–356) – need not coincide with a
democratic political program (Sartori 1987: 389). The liberal agenda aims at
limiting the power of the state and ensuring the rule of law. It is a struggle for
constitutionalism and political liberties rather than political equality. It was not
until the great bourgeois revolutions in 1848 and 1849 that the liberals began to
reconcile themselves with the term democracy.

It once again began in France. Already in 1830, a warning came in the form of
the so-called July Revolution, where the bourgeoisie forced through a constitu-
tional monarchy and replaced one king from the House of Bourbon with another.
However, it was not until 1848 that things really got going. The Sicilians led off in
January, when they ousted their own Bourbon king. In February it became the turn
of the French Bourbons. This time around, the upheaval did not produce a new
monarch, but rather a republic. Revolution subsequently spread throughout
Western and Central Europe. In March, many of the German states underwent
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bourgeois revolutions, next came Austria-Hungary, and the revolutionary wave
then reached countries such as Denmark, where absolutism suffered a sudden
death. Even distant Brazil recorded a bourgeois revolution in 1848 (Weyland 2009,
2010).

The liberals marched under the banner of a free constitution, rallying against
absolute monarchy. More generally, the bourgeois revolutions had a twofold
objective: to establish constitutional rule, including civil liberties and the rule of
law, and to introduce political representation. From this time on, the liberal
program was therefore – at least partly – endowed with a democratic potential con-
cerning political participation and competition. A number of liberal constitutions
of 1848 to 1849 represent vestiges of this historical merger.

Equally telling is Marx’s referral to democracy before and after the revolutions
in 1848. Marx and Engels used the word as a synonym for ‘the dictatorship of the
proletariat’ in The Communist Manifesto (Naess et al. 1956; Sørensen 1979).
Democracy was thus equated with the masses taking over and the subsequent
economic and political revolt against the propertied classes. But impressed by the
liberal revolutions, Marx and Engels started using the concept in another sense,
namely as the label for the broad movement against monarchy and feudal privi-
leges (Sørensen 1979: 49). Here, democracy is equated with bourgeois democracy,
which is a political regime rather than a social form of organization. However,
Marx quickly turned against this ideal, increasingly regarding it as a mirage. As he
saw it, genuine equality required economic equality, which could only be achieved
via a radical break with the entire structure of society, as economic disparity would
otherwise continue to be reproduced politically, regardless of whether or not there
were free, inclusive elections.

The revolutions in the 19th century thus marked a fundamental shift in the view
on democracy (Naess et al. 1956: 124). Indeed, increasingly it became a bourgeois
rather than a radical ideal. Yet the liberals remained cautious as regards the extent
of political equality because they regarded equal and universal suffrage to be
dangerous. They were afraid that if suffrage was granted to people who were not
property owners – or merely the smaller landowners – private property would be
fundamentally threatened; for the impoverished masses would use their newfound
political power to take from others what they did not have (and envied), first and
foremost property (Przeworski 2009).

For the same reason, the 19th-century constitutions were almost without
exception characterized by unequal and restricted suffrage and eligibility criteria.
As recently as 1900, only 17 countries had placed all men on the same footing in
this regard, and only a single country, New Zealand, could boast of genuine
universal suffrage in the sense that women had also received the right to vote
(Przeworski 2009). It was not until the first half of the 20th century that equal and
universal suffrage finally made inroads in almost the entire Western world.
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Conclusions

Modern, representative democracy is thus, at one and the same time, rooted in 
the estate-based society of the Middle Ages and represents a break with the
privileges intrinsic to this society. Hence, representative democracy made its
advent because, following the rabid phase during the French Revolution, it proved
capable of combining political equality with political stability, fusing democracy
with tempering aspects of republicanism and liberalism such as representation,
constitutionalism, and checks and balances. Bernard Manin (1997: 238) goes 
so far as to proclaim modern democracy a mixture of aristocratic and demo-
cratic elements and, therefore, the “mixed constitution of modern times”. 
John Dunn (2005: 130, 146), in a similar vein, describes this as a 19th-century
balance between “the order of egoism” and “the order of equality”. The advocates
of inequality made political concessions, first and foremost continuously widening
the suffrage, but at the same time, the absolute equality ideal was placed on hold.9

It is also possible to talk about a balance between personal and political liberty.
Seen in this light, it is first and foremost the merging of liberalism and democracy
– not egoism and equality, or aristocratic and democratic elements – that has paved
the way for the triumph of modern democracy (Sartori 1987: 450; Holmes 1995:
6). The quid pro quo of this version of the narrative is civil liberties, including
property rights, and checks and balances in exchange for equal and universal
suffrage. This reading awards a prominent place in the narrative for Great Britain.
For the classic English liberalism gradually reconciled itself with the ideal of
political equality over the course of the 19th century; an ideal that, in itself, can be
destructive but, combined with the liberal measures, strengthens a society (Holmes
1995: xi). It is precisely in this guise that democracy has triumphed over all of its
challengers. In the next chapter, we look closer at how this has taken place and
how democracy has spread to the rest of the world since its second coming in the
19th century.
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5 Waves of democratization

A wave of democratization is a group of transitions from non-democratic
regimes to democratic regimes that occur within a specified period of time
and that significantly outnumber transitions in the opposite direction during
that period of time.

Using this simple formula, Samuel P. Huntington (1991: 15) pinned down his
famous wave metaphor about democratization. Huntington’s general point is that
democratic transitions and breakdowns wax and wane in wave movements. A first
wave is followed by a reverse wave, which is followed by a second wave that in
turn meets yet another reverse wave, and so on and so forth. However, this is not
a symmetrical logic of ebb and flow. The decreases are less powerful than the
increases. We should therefore understand it more in terms of a ‘two steps forward,
one step back’ logic, implying that still more democracies come into existence,
yet that this development is punctuated by considerable, albeit temporary, setbacks
(Huntington 1991: 25).

This chapter deals with the wave metaphor and the reality it targets, and the
objective is dual. First, we introduce Huntington’s influential analysis. Second, we
examine the empirical validity of his work more closely. The questions we address
are these: What exactly does Huntington say about the democratizations of the
latest 200 years? And can his claims be corroborated? This two-part exercise
should provide a systematic historical overview of the democratic ups and downs
since the return of democracy in the 19th century.

The three waves of democratization

Huntington wrote The Third Wave in the immediate wake of the collapse of com-
munism, demarcated by the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the disintegration
of the Soviet Union in 1991. He was undoubtedly impressed by the events of the
day, as the book is considerably more optimistic than his work in general. It is
probably no exaggeration to say that Huntington’s authorship has been imbued
with a general strain of pessimism. Some of his more celebrated claims include
that in developing countries, modernization does not lead to democracy but to
instability (Huntington 1968), that democratic institutions are generally overloaded



by unrealistic demands (Corzier et al. 1975), and that cultural gaps prevent a
peaceful world and the global ascendancy of democracy (Huntington 1996).

Not so the The Third Wave, which is based on the observation that democ-
ratization has tended to increase over time. Returning to Huntington’s more
particular claim about patterns of regime developments, he argues that over the
course of the latest 200 years, democracy has swept over the world in three
successive waves which have been separated from one another by two reverse
waves. Huntington regards the Portuguese Carnation Revolution in 1974 as
marking the beginning of the third wave of democratization. From Portugal, the
wave spread to the rest of Southern Europe in subsequent years, on to Latin
America and Southeast Asia in the 1980s, to Central and Eastern Europe in 1989,
and thereafter to Sub-Saharan Africa. Huntington apparently took the collapse of
communism as representing a democratic high water mark. Against that back-
ground, he suggested that a new reversal was probably imminent (Huntington
1991: 315). We address the validity of this contemporary prediction further in the
following chapter. Here, we focus squarely on the historical patterns.

Huntington’s definitions

As already mentioned, Huntington defines a ‘wave’ as a specific period in which
the number of transitions to democracy clearly exceeds the number of democratic
breakdowns. Analogously, a reverse wave is defined as a period in which the
number of democratic collapses clearly exceeds the number of transitions to
democracy (Huntington 1991: 15).

But what does Huntington mean by democracy? What kinds of regimes are born
and die as a result of the lapping of the waves? Once again, Huntington is quite
explicit. He refers to Joseph A. Schumpeter’s (1974 [1942]) realistic tradition,
which he sees as being superior to alternative approaches. As discussed in previous
chapters, the basic thought here is that democracy is first and foremost a method
in which competitive elections for the main political offices are especially impor-
tant. More particularly, Huntington embraces Robert A. Dahl’s elaboration of
Schumpeter’s definition. Democracy thus consists of free and fair elections com-
bined with certain political liberties (i.e., polyarchy).

Huntington’s analysis is not entirely consistent on this point. While Dahl
includes equal and universal suffrage as part of his definition, this would in
principle pose a problem for Huntington, as he lets the first wave begin with a
limited expansion of suffrage in the USA in 1828. However, only 17 countries had
implemented universal suffrage for men as late as 1900, and just a single country
– New Zealand as of 1893 – had granted women the right to vote (Przeworski
2009). According to Dahl’s definition, then, the 19th century was a non-democratic
epoch (cf. Doorenspleet 2000), with the sole exception of New Zealand in the last
decade of the century.

In this case, Huntington pragmatically argues that we must lower the bar when
comparing past and present.1 Democracy simply means something different in
different periods.2 In the 19th century, it meant competitive elections and that at
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least a large percentage of men had the right to vote and stand for election.
Although the claim that there were no genuine democracies in the 19th century is
correct based on Dahl’s polyarchy criteria, it means that we are unable to
appreciate some interesting developments and variations. We therefore follow
Huntington’s logic when testing his claims. But as opposed to Huntington, we do
so in a consistent manner, as we apply our concept of minimalist democracy which
merely requires competitive elections, not necessarily equal and universal suffrage.

Huntington’s analysis revisited

First, Huntington’s own results must be scrutinized. In Table 5.1, we have
reproduced his overview of the three waves and two reverse waves. The first long
– and somewhat sluggish – wave lasted from 1828 to 1926. During this period,
the Anglo-Saxon countries and Northern Europe were democratized first, followed
by parts of continental Europe and Latin America. A reverse wave started in 1922
and lasted until 1942, draining continental Europe as well as Latin America of
democracies. A new wave of democratization surged forward in the period 1943
to 1962. This time, the wave led to the reintroduction of democracy in the parts of
Europe that had been liberated by the Western Allies, while advances were also
made in large parts of the Third World. From 1958 until 1975, a reverse wave
almost evened out the advances of the second wave. Finally, the third wave of
democratization began in 1974. It swept over Southern Europe and spread to Latin
America and Southeast Asia before reaching the former Eastern Bloc and Sub-
Saharan Africa after the end of the Cold War.

More than anything else, Huntington’s book is renowned for having identified
these waves. Nonetheless, he actually uses more energy on explaining the third
wave. Instead of trying to provide a mono-causal explanation, he weaves a number
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Table 5.1 Huntington’s waves of democratization

Wave Period Countries

First (long) wave 1828–1926 Western Europe, North America, Australia, New
Zealand, parts of Latin America, and Central and
Eastern Europe

First reverse wave 1922–1942 Central and Eastern Europe, parts of Latin
America

Second (short) wave 1943–1962 Countries liberated/occupied by the Western
Allies, parts of the former European colonies,
and Latin America

Second reverse wave 1958–1975 Former colonies and parts of Latin America

Third wave 1974– Southern Europe, Latin America, Southeast Asia,
Africa, and the former communist countries (the
Middle East as the only major exception)



of partial explanations together (see Kitschelt 1992: 1033–1034; Mahoney &
Snyder 1999: 22–24). According to Huntington, five factors are important.

1 Legitimacy crisis: The non-democratic regimes suffered a widespread legiti-
macy crisis beginning in the 1970s, which was partially caused by an econo-
mic crisis rooted in ‘oil price spikes’ or ‘Marxist-Leninist constraints’
(Huntington 1991: 59). In many cases, autocracies had lagged behind the
democracies in terms of economic growth. And compared with democracies,
authoritarian regimes have a hard time legitimizing themselves with reference
to their political regime, which is obviously not free. In short, they must be
able to deliver the goods in terms of results in order to muster widespread
popular support.

2 Economic development: Focusing on the absolute level of wealth rather than
short-term growth rates, Huntington (1991: 59) states that “by the early 1970s,
many countries had achieved overall levels of economic development that
provided an economic basis for democracy and that facilitated transition to
democracy.”

3 International influences: A significant shift in international relations took
place in the form of the governments of North America and Western Europe
increasingly encouraging democratization.

4 New stance of the Catholic Church: The Roman Catholic Church adopted a
new position regarding democracy in the 1960s. Catholicism was for long
argued to be detrimental to democracy. However, the Catholic Church had
already shifted in a more democracy-friendly direction during the Second
Vatican Council (1962–1965), and in the 1970s and 1980s the Catholic
Church in South America actually began actively fighting against the local
authoritarian regimes, as did the Catholic Church in the struggle against
communism in Poland.

5 The ‘snowball effect’: When a snowball first starts rolling, it keeps growing.
Whereas the other factors explain the particular onset of the third wave, this
factor explains the general dynamics of the waves. The democratization of
neighboring countries simply increases the tendency to follow suit. This logic
of contagion also applies to democratic breakdowns (once offset by more
particular factors). During the third wave, this snowball (aka domino) effect
has even hopped from continent to continent.

As is his wont, Huntington’s (1991: ch. 2) analysis is easy to understand, and there
is no reason to dwell on it further. Instead, we turn our attention to some of the
criticism directed against the analysis, which also paves the way for scrutinizing
Huntington’s statements more closely.

Can the wave thesis be corroborated?

The literature includes two general points of criticism against Huntington’s analy-
sis. The first is technical in the sense that it concerns the actual definitions and how
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the numbers are tallied. The basic claim is that the wave movements are not nearly
as salient as Huntington describes. The second point of criticism is analytical in
that it challenges the uniformity of the wave movements – particularly the third
wave. According to this claim, it is possible to identify a fourth wave as of 1989
and henceforth, which is both qualitatively and quantitatively distinct from the
previous third wave. We first discuss the technical critique, which we use to
investigate the existence of waves of democratization and reverse waves. At a later
stage of the chapter, we return to the arguments for teasing a fourth wave out of the
third wave.

Doorenspleet’s critique

Nine years after the publication of The Third Wave, Renske Doorenspleet (2000)
delivered a lucid criticism of Huntington’s assessment. She first points out that
Huntington ignores Dahl’s criterion regarding equal and universal suffrage –
which he otherwise claims to endorse – for the 19th century. As observed above,
if we take this criterion as read, the first wave of democratization started in the
1890s rather than in the 1820s.

As opposed to Doorenspleet, however, we argue that is it more fruitful to apply
Schumpeter’s more minimalist perspective to the 19th century. More needs to be
said here, however. Doorenspleet (2000: 386) also argues that Huntington’s
counting rules leave a lot to be desired:

Huntington has estimated the incidence of transitions to democracy in terms
of the percentages of world states involved. Since the denominator in this
equation, that is, the number of states in the world, is far from constant, this
measure can be misleading. As we shall see, for example, the number of
(minimal) democracies in the world grew from thirty in 1957 to thirty-seven
in 1972, thus appearing to reflect a small but noticeable ‘wave’ of democ-
ratization. Considered as a percentage, by contrast, this same period seems to
have been characterized by a small reverse wave, in that the proportion of
states that were democratic fell from 32 percent to 27 percent. The explanation
for this apparent paradox is simple: largely as a result of decolonization in
Africa, the number of independent states in the world – the denominator –
grew from 93 to 137; hence, although there was an absolute increase in the
number of democratic regimes, their proportion of world states actually fell.

Doorenspleet’s critique of Huntington’s method thus addresses the fact that he is
examining the percentage of all of the countries in the world that are democracies.
This calculation fails to account for shifts in the total number of countries. In our
opinion, the crucial problem is that this procedure is not in accordance with
Huntington’s own definition of waves, which specifically emphasizes the number
of transitions, not the percentage (Doorenspleet 2000: 394). In addition to the
observation that the first wave begins very late (due to the absence of equal and
universal suffrage in the 19th century), Doorenspleet’s analysis demonstrates that
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there actually was a reverse wave in the interwar period. However, its magnitude
was smaller than Huntington describes. In turn, it was countered by a second wave
following World War II, but there was no subsequent (second) reverse wave. The
second wave merely becomes weaker towards the late 1970s, after which it again
begins to surge.

This criticism is rather convincing, and our replication is heavily inspired by
Doorenspleet. Nevertheless, we do not reach the exact same results for a number
of reasons. First, we use an updated dataset. Second, as mentioned above, we
follow Huntington and accept countries with competitive elections as (minimalist)
democracies in the 19th century. This gives a somewhat longer spread-out of the
first wave. Third, Doorenspleet excludes interrupted regimes from her analysis;
that is, instances where a country is characterized by the absence of a central
authority, wartime occupation, or ongoing political upheaval. We choose to
include all of these instances based on the reasoning that the only significant
distinction must be whether a country has a democratic government or not.3

What do the figures show?

The measurement of global empirical tendencies places great demands on the data.
We are in a slightly unfortunate situation here, as there is actually only a single
dataset stretching far enough back in time to identify possible early wave move-
ments – the so-called POLITY IV project, which applies a rather narrow definition
of democracy.4 Of the three characteristics that we have used to define different
types of democracy – electoral rights, political liberties, and the rule of law –
POLITY IV only covers the first. This means that here we solely distinguish
between (minimalist) democracies and authoritarian regimes. Fortunately, that is
exactly the distinction we are interested in here, meaning that the scarcity of data
does not present too much of a measurement problem.

Regarding the more concrete operationalization, we follow Doorenspleet’s
procedure, as she also uses the POLITY IV data in her analysis.5 It is worth men-
tioning that the analysis only includes countries with a minimum population of
500,000, as countries smaller than that are not included in the dataset. We start the
analysis in 1800 in order to be able to identify the spring of the first wave earlier
than Huntington did insofar as the data provide a basis for doing so. In Figure 5.1,
we follow Huntington and report the share of democratic countries of all of the
countries in the entire period.

We see that the three waves and two reverse waves are clearly delineated.
According to the POLITY data, the first wave already begins in 1808, when the
USA joins the set of democratic countries. After a sluggish start, the wave begins
to surge in the mid-1800s and peaks in the early 1920s. Thereafter, the first reverse
wave is identifiable, illustrating the rather disheartening political developments in
the late 1920s, throughout the 1930s and in the early 1940s involving the reintro-
duction of different kinds of autocracies as well as Nazi Germany’s occupation of
established democracies. The second wave of democratization follows, although it
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already dies out around 1960. A strong reverse wave is felt, especially in Latin
America and Sub-Saharan Africa, before the third wave breaks through the
autocratic dikes in the 1970s. At the end-point of the analysis (2010), a clear
majority of the countries are democratic, while this figure was only a quarter as
recently as the 1970s.

Figure 5.1 thus supports the general contours of Huntington’s waves, but it also
goes to show that Huntington’s calculation methods are somewhat problematic.
One slightly banal but telling example is that it is possible to identify a decreasing
tendency immediately after the onset of the first wave of democratization begins
in 1808 – a weak retreat lasting all the way until 1828 when Peru joined the
democratic camp as the second country. This is because only a single country, the
United States, was democratic during this period. But as the number of indepen-
dent countries is slightly increasing, the number of democracies as a percentage of
all countries falls. Referring to a reverse wave in such a situation is obviously
nonsensical, which supports Doorenspleet’s point about the percentage (instead
of the number) being misleading. A corrective consisting of the absolute numbers
is therefore appropriate. In Figure 5.2, we have illustrated the tally of democracies
over the entire period.
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When mapping the development in this manner, the picture changes somewhat.
The first long wave – punctuated by an abrupt increase immediately after World
War I – remains evident, as does the first reverse wave in the 1930s, which is more
distinct in our analysis than in Doorenspleet’s. As already mentioned, this is
because Doorenspleet excludes the countries that were occupied during World
War II, such as the Netherlands, Denmark, and Norway. We count these as
democratic breakdowns, even though this was the result of foreign occupation
rather than internal collapse. Next, a clear outline of the second wave emerges;
yet the same cannot be said about the second reverse wave. At most, we find a
period with a reasonably stable number of democracies in the 1960s and 1970s.
This period, characterized by status quo, is followed by a very salient third wave,
which begins towards the end of the 1970s, gains momentum in the 1990s, and
remains forceful in the 2000s (see also Berg-Schlosser 2009).

Recall at this point that Huntington (1991: 15) perceives a wave as “a group of
transitions from non-democratic regimes to democratic regimes that occur within
a specified period of time and that significantly outnumber transitions in the
opposite direction.” As a final assessment of the existence of the waves we
therefore compare the absolute number of democratic transitions with the absolute
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number of democratic breakdowns within each of the periods Huntington identifies
(see Table 5.2).

At this point, we focus on the first five rows (we return to the last two below).
During Huntington’s first long wave – here understood as the period from 1808
to 1926 – the number of democratic transitions (37) clearly outnumbers the number
of democratic breakdowns (15). The first reverse wave in the 20-year period 1922
to 1942 is equally obvious. Here, democracy broke down 18 times, whereas
democratic transitions only took place three times. Finally, the existence of the
second (short) wave is also corroborated, as we find 31 more democratic transi-
tions than democratic collapses in the period from 1943 to 1962.

The picture then changes. The data do not support the existence of a second
reverse wave in the period from 1958 to 1975 as the number of democratic
transitions (33) is actually higher than the number of breakdowns (30). Huntington
has apparently been led astray by the circumstance that many of the decolonized
countries, especially in Africa, began their independent existence in the 1960s as
autocracies. As these countries were not democracies from the outset, we argue
that it is inaccurate to speak of any ‘de-democratization’ or reversals.

Finally, the analysis clearly confirms the existence of a remarkable third wave
in the period 1974 to 2010, a period witnessing 120 democratic transitions against
a mere 46 collapses. Bearing this in mind, we conclude that all of Huntington’s
three waves of democratization are identifiable, while the same can only be said
about one of his two reverse waves. Logically speaking, it is therefore somewhat
tempting to merge the second and third waves. Dirk Berg-Schlosser (2009) has
actually done this in an analysis in which he talks about a second long wave.
Analytically, however, different dynamics seem to be playing out, as the ten-
dencies shift dramatically in the second half of the 1970s after a couple of decades
marked by stagnation. This then leads to the other critique of Huntington in the
literature, which suggests that – for analytical reasons and with reference to the
frequency – two separate waves should be teased out of the period since 1974.
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Table 5.2 The number of democratic transitions and breakdowns in specified periods

Period Democratic Democratic Difference
transitions breakdowns

1808–1926 (first long wave) 37 15 22
1922–1942 (first reverse wave) 3 18 –15
1943–1962 (second short wave) 43 12 31
1958–1975 (second reverse wave) 33 30 3
1974–2010 (third wave) 120 46 74
1974–1988 (delineated third wave) 25 12 13
1989–2010 (fourth wave) 95 34 61



A fourth wave?

Using Huntington’s framework, the third wave of democratization began way back
in 1974 and has continued up until the time of writing. Vis-à-vis the long first
wave, this is obviously not much of a time span. When considering Figures 5.1
and 5.2, however, it is equally obvious that the wave changes character over the
period. Above all, there is a salient break around the collapse of communist
regimes in 1989 to 1991, where a slow development is suddenly transformed into
a steep increase in the share and number of democracies. As Table 5.2 illustrates,
the 1974 to 1988 period is characterized by a modest difference of 13 more demo-
cratic transitions than breakdowns, while the 1989 to 2010 period produces a
positive difference of no less than 61. Several researchers have accordingly argued
that the third wave transforms into a qualitatively different fourth wave at some
point (e.g., Bunce 2000; McFaul 2002; Doorenspleet 2005). While it may appear
problematic that there is no reverse wave separating the two, the same is actually
the case with the second and third waves, as we have just demonstrated.

That is not all. Theoretically, Huntington’s wave metaphor builds on a domino
effect. If there are two different rows of dominoes – one in Southern Europe and
South America in the 1970s and 1980s and another in Eastern Europe and Sub-
Saharan Africa in the 1990s and 2000s – that is in itself a strong argument for
dividing the third wave into two. Michael McFaul (2002) makes this very point in
his article entitled “The Fourth Wave of Democracy and Dictatorship”. This title
nicely conveys McFaul’s two criticisms of Huntington. First, a fourth wave – of a
different ilk than the third – is identifiable. Second, while it has led to democ-
ratization in some places, it has also led to the instant reintroduction of autocracy
in other places.

First and foremost, McFaul emphasizes the development in the former Eastern
Bloc. He begins with the observation that the latest (fourth) wave of democ-
ratization required the division of a number of multiethnic states into their
constituent units, including most prominently the disintegration of the Soviet
Union, Yugoslavia, and Czechoslovakia. This was only possible because the
Soviet Union, under the leadership of Mikhail Gorbachev, abandoned the so-called
Brezhnev Doctrine in the late 1980s. The doctrine dictated that an internal or
external threat against the socialistic order in a socialist country was a shared
problem for all socialist countries, which were therefore obligated to respond to
this threat, including with military means. This means that the impulse behind this
wave was exogenous, that is, it came from the outside, except, of course, as regards
the center of the Soviet Empire (Russia).

That clearly distinguishes this wave from the previous third wave, where the
dominant impulses came from within the individual countries, domino effect or
not (cf. O’Donnell & Schmitter 1986). McFaul accordingly points out that the
factors encouraging democratization in Southern Europe and South America did
not have the same importance in Eastern Europe (and the rest of the world) after
1989. The causal relationships simply differ. It is possible to further extend
McFaul’s argument, as this development may also be observed outside of Eastern
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Europe in the 1990s and 2000s. Here again, an exogenous impulse obviously
exists. Intensive international pressure to democratize first became effective once
the balancing act between the Cold War superpowers – the USA and the Soviet
Union – was relegated to the ash heap of history.

Moreover, and here we are exclusively talking about the former Eastern Bloc,
McFaul reminds us that there have been transitions to autocracy as well as to
democracy. From their shared background, the post-communist countries have
proceeded in different directions. This is why he refers to a fourth wave towards
democracy and dictatorship, rhetorically asking: “Why, after all, should the
emergence of dictatorship in Uzbekistan be subsumed under the third wave of
democratization?” (McFaul 2002: 242). In our opinion, this second point of
criticism is less convincing than the first. McFaul is obviously correct that not all
regime changes run in a democratic direction. Yet, there have been both demo-
cratic transitions and democratic breakdowns in the entire period analyzed in this
chapter. And as we have shown, the democratic transitions have clearly been in
the majority in the 1990s and 2000s. There is thus more to McFaul’s argument
about how the democratizations in the 1990s and 2000s were qualitatively different
from the 1970s and 1980s (see also Levitsky & Way 2010: 34–35).

Conclusions

Taking a step back, our assessment of democratic waves has shown that, as of the
beginning of the 19th century, the number of democracies increased gradually up
until the end of World War I, which triggered an abrupt increase. This trend was
followed by a brief drop in the 1930s and early 1940s. The end of World War II
was then marked by a strong increase followed by a gradual increase in the number
of democracies until a period of stagnation set in from the beginning of the 1960s
to the end of the 1970s, where the incremental increase begins again. Finally, 
there was a very abrupt increase following the collapse of communism in 1989 to
1991, which was then followed by a less remarkable but nevertheless positive
development.

What can we conclude against this background? Huntington’s analysis has been
agenda-setting, its greatest merit being that it has directed attention to the inter-
national dynamics which have tended to mutually reinforce either democratization
or de-democratization since the second coming of democracy. However, our
replication and discussion indicate that the wave metaphor is problematic, as it
draws no distinction between abrupt and gradual developments, including pivotal
conjunctures such as those occurring in 1848 to 1849, 1919 to 1922, 1945 to 1948,
and 1989 to 1991 (cf. Berg-Schlosser 2009). Moreover, it is unclear whether a
stagnant period or an actual decrease separates two different waves. In order to
follow up on these issues in general and McFaul’s points in particular, we must
examine the third wave more closely, in that connection focusing on the
development in different regions. This is the objective of the next chapter.
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6 The third wave of
democratization in 
different regions

The third wave of democratization, which broke through the autocratic dikes from
around the mid-1970s, has left a large number of new democracies in its wake.
This has not been ignored in the literature. A particularly big impression was made
when the wave broke through the Berlin Wall and reached a hitherto unseen
momentum in the aftermath of the collapse of communist party rule in 1989 to
1991. In considerable parts of the academic community – as well as with politi-
cians and in the media – the expectation was that democracy would now go from
strength to strength.

But the mood can turn quickly, and so it did in the second half of the 1990s. A
number of researchers began addressing the dark sides of some of the new democ-
racies. The general point, made initially by scholars such as Guillermo O’Donnell
(1992), Fareed Zakaria (1997), and Larry Diamond (1999), was that many of the
newly democratized countries were situated in a ‘gray zone’ (Carothers 2002)
between democracy and autocracy. Moreover, these hybrid regimes showed a
certain measure of stability, since they did not appear in transition towards
democracy proper. For example, both O’Donnell (1993) and Zakaria (1997)
referred to particular versions of them, such as ‘illiberal democracy’, as new
species that ought to be taken seriously for the very reason that they could be
thought to establish themselves as durable political phenomena. Thus, the gray
zone was not necessarily a temporary stopover on the road to liberal democracy.
More particularly, Diamond and Zakaria pointed out that the major problem in the
gray zone was that free and inclusive elections were far too often carried out in
the absence of political liberties and the rule of law. As such, these were countries
that fulfilled the democratic requirements regarding the electoral dimension but
failed in relation to that which may, generally speaking, be understood as the
liberal dimension. Hence, what Diamond (1999: 10) referred to as a “gap between
electoral and liberal democracy.” Or, as Zakaria (1997: 23) eloquently proclaimed:
“Today the two strands of liberal democracy, interwoven in the Western political
fabric, are coming apart in the rest of the world. Democracy is flourishing;
constitutional liberalism is not.”1

Thomas Carothers (2007) has characterized this development as a shift from
democratic optimism to democratic pessimism (see also van de Walle 2002: 66;
Merkel 2010). In this chapter, we grapple with the empirical tendencies that first



led to the optimism and later on to the pessimism. Our general objective is to
provide an overview of the third wave. However, we seize the occasion to
investigate whether the pessimistic perspective can be corroborated. We retain
Samuel P. Huntington’s original division and do not distinguish between a third
and a fourth wave in our analysis of the development since the beginning of the
1970s. This is not to belittle the analytical arguments made in favor of teasing out
a fourth wave but, on the contrary, because we are interested in identifying and
discussing such shifts over the latest two generations. In other words, rather than
accepting the 1989 cut-off point in advance, we further scrutinize whether the
general development is in fact punctuated at this point in time.

This is reflected in the fact that – compared with the previous chapter – we carry
out a more detailed analysis of the tendencies in two ways. First, we apply our
fine-grained typology; that is, the distinction between liberal democracies,
polyarchies, electoral democracies, minimalist democracies, and autocracies, as
presented in Chapter 3. Second, we do not merely refer to the global level, but also
provide overviews for each of the world’s major regions. To do so, we change the
dataset used to measure democracy. Instead of POLITY IV, we again apply
Freedom House’s Freedom in the World Survey (see Chapter 3). Furthermore, we
adopt Freedom House’s regional division of the world. After an introductory
global overview, we thus, in due order, zoom in on Western Europe, the Americas,
South and East Asia, Eastern Europe, Sub-Saharan Africa, and the Middle East
and North Africa.

A global overview

Beginning with the global overview of the development since 1972, Figure 6.1
shows that the third wave is also easily identifiable using our more fine-grained
distinctions.

More than anything else, the figure brings out the way in which the ratio of
democratic regimes has risen steadily since the end of the 1970s. As recently as the
late 1980s, these categories contained less than 40 percent of all countries; today
they contain around 60 percent. Three other tendencies leap to the eye. First, the
most dramatic surge in democracy occurred shortly after 1989. Second, it was not
until the turn of the millennium that there was a serious increase in the number of
liberal democracies, that is, regimes characterized by both free and inclusive
elections, political liberties, and the rule of law, and in 2011 they still only
represented around a quarter of all countries.2 Third, both the overall percentage of
democracies and the percentage of liberal democracies seem to have declined
modestly since 2006.

This brings us to another conspicuous tendency. The ratio of electoral democ-
racies – characterized by free and inclusive elections but lacking the liberal barriers
against state repression – actually did peak when the pessimistic concerns were
first voiced in the latter half of the 1990s. Roughly 10 percent of all countries were
at the time found in this category. What is more, the proportion of liberal democ-
racies fell slightly during this period. It is thus tempting to conclude that the data
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support the gap between electoral and liberal democracy identified by Diamond
and Zakaria. Yet looks may be deceiving for two reasons. First, even in the 1990s
there were substantially more minimalist democracies than electoral democracies.
Second, the percentage of electoral democracies has fallen steadily in the 2000s
while the percentage of liberal democracies has been on the rise until 2006. Our
account therefore neither supports Diamond and Zakaria’s respective descriptions
of the aforementioned gap nor their gloomy predictions about its likely increase.
On the contrary, the combination of free and inclusive elections and the inadequate
respect for political liberties and the rule of law has been rather uncommon. As
such, these electoral democracies have not established themselves as a new, stable
version of democracy.

If we are to talk about a gap, it is more appropriate to refer to a gap between
minimalist democracies and liberal democracies, that is, between democracies in
which the elections are competitive but somewhat flawed while political liberties
and rule of law are not respected, on the one hand, and democracies in which
citizens enjoy such rights and elections are beyond reproach, on the other. Such a
gap operates both on the electoral and liberal dimensions in the sense that the
former set of countries falls short in both contexts without ending up in the set of
autocracies (cf. Møller 2007, 2008; Møller & Skaaning 2010). Bearing this in
mind, the pessimists’ general interest in the gray zone probably has more to offer
than their more particular description of the gap. We return to this issue at the end
of the chapter.
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From the global to the regional level

It goes without saying that the global tendencies marking the entire period are
important for anyone interested in understanding the third wave. However, equally
obvious is the danger that the view of the forest will blind us as to the contours of
the individual trees. One and the same global development may involve very
different regional developments. It is entirely conceivable that the gains in the
proportion of democracies have been owing to specific parts of the world, while
other parts have by and large been immune to the third wave of democratization;
there could actually be democratic setbacks in certain regions over the period.

Likewise, it is possible that the gap between electoral and liberal democracy
actually is in existence – a possibility that is rather interesting in light of the
discussion above – but only in certain regions. In the subsequent section, we
therefore investigate the extent to which the global development is reflected on
the regional level. In this connection, we also scrutinize whether, on the regional
level, there seems to be a basis for separating out a fourth wave. The structure is
set by our following the third wave from its source in Southern Europe via South
America and on to South and East Asia, Eastern Europe, Sub-Saharan Africa, and
the Middle East.

Western Europe

It is pertinent to begin with the most democratic of the regions between which
Freedom House distinguishes: Western Europe. As argued in Chapter 4, it was
here and in the overseas European settler colonies that democracy emerged in its
modern form, and it is from here that it spread to the most remote corners of the
world in the 20th century. Even in Western Europe, however, the third wave of
democratization is recognizable. Needless to say, the vast majority of Western
European countries were already democracies in the 1970s. In fact, there were
only two groups of exceptions: the autocratic regimes in Portugal, Spain, and
Greece, and small principalities such as Monaco, Liechtenstein, and Andorra.

As Figure 6.2 shows, all of these countries have since spurned their non-
democratic credentials. This is hardly surprising, as Huntington’s point is precisely
that the Southern European democratizations triggered the third wave. But there is
also another interesting, positive development. In the course of the period, many
Western European countries undergo a democratic deepening by joining the set
of liberal democracies. The other forms of democracy virtually disappear, owing
to two major shifts. The first takes place towards the end of the 1980s, the second
at the beginning of the new millennium. As such, Western Europe clearly drives a
non-negligible part of the global increase in liberal democracies.

North and South America

Moving our focus to the Americas, the USA and Canada are liberal democracies
throughout the entire period. However, they are not really what we are interested
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in here. We therefore ignore the ‘lower layer’ in the liberal democracy category in
an attempt to identify the onslaught of the third wave in this region, where it began
to make inroads with the democratization of Ecuador and Peru in the late 1970s.

The decrease in autocracies is clearly outlined in Figure 6.3. Whereas the
autocratic category included more than 40 percent of the countries in the region in
the 1970s, at the time of writing preciously few countries are found here. Only
Cuba has continuously been under autocratic rule, whereas Honduras, Haiti,
Venezuela, and Nicaragua have lately joined this group again. Today, the
Americas is therefore the second most democratic region in the world. Notice,
more generally, that the spike in the share of democracies is the result of an
incremental development (Peeler 2004; Smith & Ziegler 2008) that over time
produces a rather equal distribution between the democratic types, including quite
a number of liberal democracies: Costa Rica, a number of small island states in
the Caribbean, and more recently also countries such as Chile and Uruguay.

Finally, it is worth noting that Latin America witnessed the emergence of a
considerable number of electoral democracies in the 1980s and 1990s (cf. Smith &
Ziegler 2008). These were the countries which O’Donnell (1993) took note of when
advancing his thesis that a relatively stable subcategory of democracies was in
ascendancy; that is, countries with free and inclusive elections which were
seemingly not on the road to liberal democracy. In this sense, the data arguably

80 Conjunctures: democracy – when and where?

0

100

90

80

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

1972 1975 1978 1981 1984 1987 1990 1993 1996 1999 2002 2005 2008 2011

P
er

ce
nt

ag
e

Year

Liberal democracies Polyarchies Electoral democracies

Minimalist democracies Autocracies

Figure 6.2 Distribution of political regimes in Western Europe, 1972 to 2011



support O’Donnell’s analysis of Latin America more than is the case with the global
analyses of Diamond and Zakaria. Even in this part of the world, however, the
electoral democracies dwindled sharply in the 2000s. They have therefore not
established themselves as stable regimes, as O’Donnell had predicted. Instead, the
minimalist democracy category is again where we find most gray zone democracies.

South and East Asia

The third wave of democratization has also left its clear marks on South and East
Asia. This region includes two European settler countries, namely Australia and
New Zealand. These two countries belong in a league of their own, as they are
both liberal democracies during the entire period while Japan has continuously
been a polyarchy. Towards the end of the period, however, the set of liberal
democracies also includes a number of Pacific Island states, whereas South Korea
and Taiwan have become polyarchies.

Compared with the global distribution, South and East Asia remains a region
with relatively many autocratic regimes, including very repressive regimes in
China, Myanmar, and North Korea, and less repressive ones in Malaysia and
Singapore (cf. Croissant 2004; Shin 2008). Nonetheless, Figure 6.4 illustrates that
the proportion of autocratic countries has declined steadily since the end of the
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1970s, from almost 80 percent to less than half of the countries at the end of the
period. We also see the earlier encountered tendency that electoral democracies
mustered quite a high proportion in the 1990s, but that it is subsequently the
minimalist democracies that dominate in the gray zone between autocracy and
liberal democracy. Finally, the big increase in democracies began prior to 1989,
although it was seemingly reinforced by this juncture, whereas the big increase in
liberal democracies occurred in the 2000s.

Eastern Europe

We now move to a part of the world that was hit very suddenly by the wave. As
late as the close of the 1980s there were no democracies in this area, which was
referred to collectively as the Eastern Bloc, and which included only communist
countries. Yet things were about to change. The Brezhnev Doctrine, which entailed
prompt intervention against forces that could potentially undermine an established
communist regime, was abandoned by the Soviet leadership towards the end of
the 1980s. It was replaced in 1989 by what was humorously referred to as the
Sinatra Doctrine, according to which the communist countries were set free to ‘do
it your way’ (Arias-King 2005). After this, democratization spread like wildfire.
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The Eastern European region witnessed anything but a gradual development
(Mason 1996; Møller 2009) (Figure 6.5). The juncture in 1989 to 1991 was
followed by a democratic explosion as almost 70 percent of all of the countries
became democracies. It is necessary to keep in mind that the number of countries
increased dramatically over the course of the period – from around nine to 29 (not
including Mongolia) – as a result of the collapse of the Soviet Union, the disin-
tegration of Yugoslavia, and the division of Czechoslovakia (Mason 1996: ch. 3).

This is probably the region in which the arguments in favor of operating with a
fourth wave are the strongest, not least because the upheavals in the immediate
aftermath of 1989 to 1991 were superseded by a remarkable stabilization in the
late 1990s and the 2000s. Whereas the minimalist democracies dominate the first
years, the polyarchies and liberal democracies slowly began making inroads. At
the same time, one can identify a consolidation among the autocracies. The total
share of the non-democratic countries is by and large stable after the mid-1990s.
A few countries, Serbia and Montenegro among them, eased into the democratic
category. Conversely, Russia left this category after Vladimir Putin took a firm
grip on the reins of power. More particularly, in East-Central Europe, the liberal
democracies have made progress, while Central Asia and parts of the Caucasus
are marked by repressive rulership. In that sense, the post-communist countries
moved towards the extremes after the communist breakdown, a pattern which
‘locked in’ rather quickly (Kitschelt 2003: 49).
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Sub-Saharan Africa

We now turn our attention to Sub-Saharan Africa. As Figure 6.6 demonstrates,
this region was largely populated by autocracies as recently as the end of the 1980s
(cf. van de Walle 2002: 66–67). In fact, there was a negative development in the
1980s as the percentage of democracies withered from more than 10 percent to
slightly above 5 percent.

In the course of the 1990s, however, the democratic wave began to make itself
felt in Africa south of the Sahara (Bratton & van de Walle 1997; van de Walle
2002). Almost half of the countries in this region could therefore be found 
among our four types of democracy in the late 2000s, although a significant
decline, including countries such as the Central African Republic, Madagascar,
Mozambique, and Nigeria, moving back into the set of autocracies, has recently
been registered. This development underlines the importance of the 1989
watershed in general and shows that it had salient effects outside of the post-
communist setting – thus lending some support to the fourth wave thesis. Other
than that, considerable differences persist vis-à-vis the other regions we have dealt
with. In the case of Sub-Saharan Africa, there is a salient predominance of
minimalist democracies. The other aspect of this development is that it is almost
impossible to find examples of genuine liberal democracies on the African
continent (van de Walle 2002). In fact, Cape Verde is alone in this category.
However, we do find a number of polyarchies towards the end of the period:
Benin, Ghana, Mauritius, Namibia, São Tomé & Príncipe, and South Africa. Even
though it generally makes sense to talk about democratic progress in the post-Cold
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Figure 6.6 Distribution of political regimes in Sub-Saharan Africa, 1972 to 2011



War era, the Sub-Saharan Africa region has by and large been unable to democ-
ratize in depth, and today it is the gray zone region par excellence.

The Middle East and Northern Africa

The final region we examine is the Middle East and Northern Africa. It is no
coincidence that we have reserved this region for last. This chapter follows the
third wave around the world – from the early beginnings in the 1970s via the new
momentum it gained in the 1980s to the almost total flooding in the 1990s and
2000s. However, the Middle East and Northern Africa have remained virtually
untouched by the wave (Stepan & Robertson 2003; Bellin 2004; Diamond 2010:
93). Until the Arab Upheavals, which began in January 2011, no new democracies
had entered and gained foothold, as is clearly illustrated in Figure 6.7.

At the very beginning of the period, Lebanon was a democracy but a devastating
civil war soon changed this. Hence, Israel has been the only democracy, but even
Israel has not attained status as a liberal democracy according to our tallying. At
times, Israel has been wallowing among the group of electoral democracies but
most of the time it has been situated in the set of polyarchies. Notice also that the
Arab Upheavals have had little impact so far. At the time of writing, only Tunisia
has left the autocratic camp as it became a minimalist democracy in 2011.

In sum, while the Middle East and Northern Africa generally did not really stand
out from Sub-Saharan Africa, Eastern Europe, and most of Asia in terms of the
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share of democracies until the third wave of democratization, the area now stands
out as an autocratic island in an increasingly democratic sea. In this connection, it
seems appropriate to take a brief detour to one of the hot topics of recent years,
namely the American-led military intervention in Iraq. Our overview shows that
the overthrow of Saddam Hussein in Iraq clearly did not trigger the domino effect
that many politicians and some researchers had predicted (cf. Snyder 2003;
Mearsheimer 2005).3 In other words, there were no democratic revolutions in
adjacent regions of the Middle East and North Africa as a reaction to the
occupation. Instead, both before and after the intervention, the status quo has ruled,
and both periods therefore stand in sharp contrast to the developments in the rest
of the world. The Arab Upheavals may mark the end of this impasse but it is still
too early to tell.

A reverse wave in the offing?

What does the broader picture look like if we attempt to tie the preceding
observations to the debate about gray zone democracies, including the claim about
a gap between electoral and liberal democracy? Did the democratic pessimists
have cause for their assessments in the first place? And have recent developments
confirmed their fears?

Our answer to both questions is a conditioned ‘No’. We have already demon-
strated that there was never any significant gap between electoral and liberal
democracies. In addition, even though there was at least a noteworthy ratio of
electoral democracies during the second half of the 1990s when Diamond and
Zakaria carried out their analyses, this tendency no longer exists. On the other
hand, the minimalist democracies obviously dominate among the new democ-
racies. This lends some credence to the general idea of a gray zone. Quite a few
countries have left the autocratic camp without proceeding all the way to the set of
liberal democracies. Nonetheless, we have witnessed a positive development over
recent decades, even after the optimists have had to yield to the pessimists in the
literature (see Table 6.1).

Most recently, however, this situation has changed. As reported in Table 6.1,
during the period from 2005 to 2011 we have witnessed a marginal decline in both
the number and share of democracies: four countries and two percentage points,
respectively. This decline has meant that the overall proportion of democracies is
presently back at the same level as for 1995. It was around that time that the
pessimists began their warnings. However, as the number of democracies was
actually slowly increasing up until 2005, the latest one-and-a-half decades have
rather been characterized by a standstill than a decrease. Furthermore, and
importantly, the distribution of countries among the different types of democracies
reflects a democratic deepening since the mid-1990s as both the number and share
of liberal democracies are obviously much higher now than back then.

The literature on democratization has not overlooked the setback after 2005.
According to some of the researchers who introduced the democratic pessimism in
the 1990s, we are witnessing the dying gasps of the third wave. In the late 2000s,
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Arch Puddington (2008) and Larry Diamond4 (2008) predicted a turnaround in the
near future. Puddington’s article bears the telling title Is the Tide Turning?;
Diamond’s, The Democratic Rollback. The backdrop of these writings was that
the average Freedom House scores of political rights and civil liberties globally
had developed in a negative direction in both 2006 and 2007. It was the first time
in one-and-a-half decades that there was such a decline two years in a row, and
the scores for 2008 to 2011 have continued this trend. According to the pessimists,
this is merely the beginning. Diamond’s (2008) diagnosis was that no less than 50
democracies are in danger: a handful of Asian countries, most of the countries in
Latin America, and virtually all of the new democracies in Sub-Saharan Africa.
Diamond was particularly alarmed by the negative development in a number of
populous and strategically important countries: Russia, Venezuela, Nigeria, and
Thailand.

Nevertheless, our descriptive analysis provides some ammunition for arguing 
that one should not be overly pessimistic on behalf of democracy in today’s world.
As reported in Table 6.1, the recent decrease is still relatively minor. Moreover, if 
we base our conclusions on the POLITY IV dataset – in the way we did in the
previous chapter – there is even less reason to be pessimistic. Here, the proportion of
democracies is much higher throughout the 2000s than in the mid-1990s, and there
are as many democracies as ever in recent years. The regional developments also
feed into this discussion. Most importantly, East-Central Europe and most of Latin
America have proven resiliently democratic in the 2000s. The latter region is
particularly interesting. In the 20th century, Latin America could be seen as a kind
of democratic bell-wether. When waves were in the ascendancy, democracy made
great strides; when reverse waves set in, autocracy quickly re-emerged. This change-
ability now seems a thing of the past, although recent developments in Venezuela,
Nicaragua, and Honduras may be said to slightly question this interpretation.

Why have the democratic gains after 1989 to 1991 proved so resilient?
Arguably, democracy as a principle of legitimate political rule is still peerless.
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Table 6.1 Number and share of countries linked to political regime types, selected years

1972 1988 1995 2005 2007 2009 2011

Autocracies 108 98 76 69 72 78 78
(72) (59) (40) (36) (37) (40) (40)

Minimalist democracies 6 8 34 37 33 31 33
(4) (5) (18) (19) (17) (16) (17)

Electoral democracies 5 14 18 7 10 8 7
(3) (8) (9) (4) (5) (4) (4)

Polyarchies 13 22 33 26 26 27 28
(9) (13) (17) (14) (13) (14) (14)

Liberal democracies 18 23 30 53 52 50 49
(12) (14) (16) (28) (27) (26) (25)

Note: Percentages in parentheses.



Indeed, no alternative seems to be forthcoming. Here lies the great contrast with,
for example, the interwar years, in which communism and fascism offered just
such alternatives. According to Puddington (2010), only China presents some kind
of an alternative but this autocratic regime has so far not really lent itself to export.
This indicates that the democratic wave is more robust than the pessimist has
allowed. When democracy can so obviously be on the defensive – Puddington
(2010) lists the financial crisis, the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, and the flour-
ishing of China and Russia – and still broadly hold its own, it is difficult to
envisage an actual backlash looming. It is probably for this reason that Puddington
(2010) has recently turned much less alarmist. His new view seems to be that the
present democratic wave is relatively robust (see also Diamond 2011). Somewhat
paradoxically, the historically rather unique resilience in the face of crisis may be
the most important conclusion to draw based on the marginal fall in the proportion
of democracies that we have seen lately.

Conclusions

In this chapter we have attempted to provide a more elaborate overview of regime
developments since the early 1970s. In doing so, we have attempted to investigate
two separate issues. The first is the claims of the democratic pessimists, discussed
above. The second is the empirical support for distinguishing between a third and
a fourth wave of democratization.

Regarding this second issue, the disaggregated analysis made for yet more
nuances to the picture painted in the previous chapter. In a majority of the exam-
ined regions and on the global level, we did in fact identify an important change in
the dynamics around 1989 to 1991. However, it was the thinner types of democ-
racy, in particular minimalist democracy, which spread the most after 1989. Only
a decade later, from the late 1990s onwards, was the development followed by a
large increase in liberal democracies. These developments indicate that the third
wave contains more undercurrents than just that postulated by the fourth wave
thesis, which might be taken as an argument against dividing the wave into two.

Other than that, the regional overviews have shown that the third wave has made
significant onslaughts in all parts of the world, with the sole exception of the
Middle East and Northern Africa; but we have also seen that most regions dis-
tinguished themselves somewhat from the global picture. If we attempt to capture
this analytically, two important differences must be taken into consideration. The
first concerns the dynamics of the democratic transitions and stability, while the
second is tied to the relative distribution between the various types. On the global
level, we see a gradual development, the consequence of which has been that
authoritarian regimes remain the largest group, that the second-largest category is
that of liberal democracy, and that this category is followed by minimalist
democracies. This gradualist development is visible in most regions, although
significant exceptions are also found. East-Central Europe and Sub-Saharan
Africa, both of which practically democratized via a ‘big bang’ logic, are the most
remarkable, but the development in Western Europe also proceeded by leaps and
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bounds rather than incremental steps. The global–regional differences are far
greater as regards the relative distribution. Western Europe makes up one end of
the spectrum, as it consists almost solely of liberal democracies. The Americas,
where autocracy has been close to being an extinct species, follows. At the other
end of the spectrum are the Middle East and Northern Africa. South and East Asia
and Sub-Saharan Africa are also characterized by quite a few autocracies but in
the former the share of liberal democracies and polyarchies is much higher than in
the latter.

Finally, we have seen that the lack of rough-and-ready progress in the devel-
opment of liberal democracy has led a number of scholars to sound the alarm. In
this connection, we have argued that one should think twice about the possible
advent of a significant democratic rollback. Processes of democratization have
usually been messy, with lots of movement back and forth. In a long-term
perspective this bumpy road has led to a more democratic world, but it has done so
haltingly and with more than occasional setbacks. The one-and-a-half decades after
1989 – showing a remarkable increase in the number of democracies – thus stand
out as relatively exceptional. Seen in this light it is not too surprising that this 
trend has recently changed. Furthermore, as Renske Doorenspleet (2000: 400–401)
points out, the general absence of past reverse waves of democracy may be taken
as a warning against expecting the advent of an actual large-scale decrease. Periods
of seeming democratic crisis have instead been characterized by “trendless
fluctuation”. Possibly, we have entered yet another of these periods, just as was
the case following the end of Huntington’s second wave. However, we now 
move our focus away from descriptive overviews to theoretical explanations of
democratization and democratic stability.
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Part III

Causes
Democracy – how and why?





7 Modernization theory

In the first two parts of this book we have discussed what the concept of democ-
racy covers, we have accounted for the development that brought about the return
of democracy in the 19th century, and we have described the trends of democ-
ratization over the past 200 years. We have now come to the third part, where we
wrestle with the most important attempts at explaining processes of democ-
ratization and democratic stability. This chapter is about the relationship between
socio-economic development and democracy. A brief detour to East Asia helps
set the stage. As late as the 1980s, the three Asian tigers – South Korea, Taiwan,
and Singapore – appeared to be shining examples of how increased wealth,
comprehensive investments in education, and the subsequent cultural changes
could easily be reconciled with an autocratic regime. For this very reason, the three
countries were used to challenge the most predominant theoretical account of
democratic growth, namely modernization theory, according to which socio-
economic development and democracy go together. The three tigers were taken
to provide evidence that democracy did not necessarily follow economic
development (see Fukuyama 2010: xiii) – at least not in East Asia.

Then, in the 1980s and 1990s, South Korea and Taiwan turned their backs on
autocracy and today the two countries are instead marshaled as evidence that
modernization actually erodes authoritarianism from within and paves the way for
democracy. The East Asian course of events thus reflects the ups and downs in the
standing of modernization theory over the past half century. First, the stock of the
theory was at a premium, then it fell under par, and most recently it has received
a new injection of capital (see Ross 2001: 357). But why have we seen these
fluctuations? This is the main question to be answered in this chapter.

Lipset’s perspective

As part of the systematic development of modernization theory in the late 1950s
and early 1960s, Seymour Martin Lipset (1959) wrote his ground-breaking article,
‘Some Social Requisites of Democracy’. Lipset’s premise was that there is a
positive relationship between democracy and socio-economic development.
According to Lipset (1959: 75), this claim can be traced all the way back to
Aristotle and summarized in the dictum: “The more well-to-do a nation, the greater
the chances that it will sustain democracy.”



To make sense of this association, Lipset draws attention to a number of mech-
anisms leading from economic development to democracy. The most important
of these relates to the level of education, which typically increases with prosperity.
Access to higher education promotes norms for social and political tolerance while
simultaneously reducing misinformation and myths. Moreover, increased pros-
perity contributes to the class struggle developing from a zero-sum to a plus-sum
game. The working classes therefore have a strong incentive to abandon their
revolutionary plans and instead pursue a gradualist strategy. “Only those who have
nothing to lose ever revolt,” as Lipset (1959: 83) quotes Alexis de Tocqueville.
Finally, socio-economic development strengthens both the middle class and civil
society that are normally carriers of democratic values.

Can these theoretical expectations be corroborated empirically? Lipset assesses
the relationship by examining Europe (and the USA, Canada, New Zealand, and
Australia) and Latin America. In both areas, the relatively democratic countries
are on average wealthier, more industrialized, have a higher level of education,
and are more urbanized than the relatively non-democratic countries. Against that
background, Lipset concludes that the level of socio-economic development is
decisive for democracy.

Modernization theory and its critics

Lipset’s modernization theory set the agenda for the emerging literature on the
determinants of democracy; indeed his 1959 article arguably inaugurated this new
field of research. What is more, as we document below, the relationship postulated
by modernization theory has proven to be rather robust. However, due to the very
circumstance that Lipset’s theory has been agenda-setting, it has also raised
numerous objections. In order to understand these objections, it is necessary to
proceed in a roundabout way. The criticism has not just been directed towards
Lipset’s article; it has also targeted the classical tradition, which moderniza-
tion theory draws upon. The fundamental logic of modernization theory already
pervades much of the economic and political sociology of the 19th century
(Fukuyama 2010). Karl Marx directly emphasized how capitalistic production
(basis) found its political expression (superstructure) in bourgeois democracy,
although he viewed this as a caricature of democracy, because the masses did 
not have any genuine influence. Émile Durkheim pointed out how economic
development led to new patterns of cultural organization – just like a biological
mechanism changes as a result of evolution – and Max Weber’s works were
devoted to capturing and elucidating the roots of the rationalization processes
which created the modern West.

More particularly, the famous contrasts of 19th-century sociology – “status/
contract; mechanical/organic solidarity; Gemeinschaft/Gesellschaft; charismatic/
bureaucratic-rational authority” (Fukuyama 2010: xi; cf. Mills 1959) – are meant
to capture the changes produced by modernization processes. These contrasts
follow from the process of structural differentiation which, according to the
classical sociologists, in particular Weber and Durkheim, came to characterize the
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West, and which has been summarized in nine staggering developments (Holmes
1979: 115–116, fn. 7):

1 The privatization of religion.
2 The rise of territorial states with increasingly bureaucratic administrations.
3 The emergence of rational capitalism.
4 The specialization of science on the basis of rigorous quantitatively-

hypothetical-experimental techniques.
5 The release of art from civic and religious functions.
6 The democratization of mass politics through representative institutions and

the eventual stabilization of a universal franchise.
7 The shrinkage of the basic kinship unit to the small and increasingly one-

generational nuclear family.
8 The birth of universal-compulsory education.
9 The positivization of law or the shift in the basis of legality from immutable

‘natural law’ to formal procedures for changing legal codes in an orderly way.

Historically, the first of these structural differentiations is the split between
religious and secular power in medieval Christendom (see Chapter 4), one of the
“most crucial steps toward the clear differentiation between the polity and total
society, toward the proliferation of quasi-autonomous social domains” (Holmes
1979: 125). But the process further increased via what Weber described as the
rationalization of the West, including bureaucratic, religious, and economic
rationalization (see Weber 2003 [1927]: 312; also Collins 1986: 69).

These processes of structural differentiation, and Durkheim’s holistic logic in
particular, were – as the name indicates – the point of departure for Gabriel
Almond’s post-World War II work on ‘structural-functionalism’ (see Almond &
Coleman 1960; Almond & Powell 1966). Almond’s grand collaborative project
consisted of developing an analytical framework based on systems theory, which
could be applied to developed and developing countries alike. In that sense, this
body of theory is obviously infused by a modernization perspective, as the
conditions in the developed countries are regarded as the end-point towards which
the developing countries will logically move. Meanwhile, the perspective was also
becoming popular within economics. Most famous is Walt Rostow’s (1960) The
Stages of Economic Growth: A Non-Communist Manifesto, which attempted to
flesh out an alternative to Marxist development theory. Rostow portrayed
economic development as a linear process which was possibly sparked by external
factors (the diffusion of technology), but which was otherwise endogenous to a
given society and could be set in motion anywhere.

Generally speaking, modernization theory, classical and modern alike, is thus
imbued with developmental optimism. The various versions of modernization
theory conceived in the 1950s and 1960s directly or indirectly rest upon the
premise that all countries will eventually follow the Western itinerary towards
prosperity and democracy. This is the point that many critics have dwelled upon.1

An examination of this criticism better enables us to understand why decisive
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aspects of modernization theory – including Lipset’s perspective – have subse-
quently been revised.

The revisionists of the 1960s

Anthropologists were among the first to react against the developmental optimism
of modernization theory. Samuel P. Huntington (1971) summarized these reactions
with the term ‘modernization revisionists’. The fundamental charge of the
revisionists was that the dichotomy between modern and traditional is misleading,
for two reasons. First, economic development can strengthen – or perhaps even
lead to the ‘rediscovery’ of – traditional institutions. Second, the traditional insti-
tutions often encourage modernization.

More specifically, the revisionists noted that even though economic modern-
ization since World War II reached the most remote corners of the world (albeit to
varying degrees), it did not necessarily undermine traditional social institutions
such as tribal mentality, ethnicity, the patron–client relationship, and caste
relations. For example, Lloyd and Susanne Rudolph (1967) provided a large-scale
analysis of the development of India before and after independence. Their
somewhat startling conclusion was that modernization had actually reinforced, not
weakened, the country’s elaborate caste system. Moreover, they argued that this
reinforcement of the caste system was paradoxically part of the explanation for
India’s surprising democratic success. The free elections had politicized the caste
system in such a manner that the castes had organized themselves as vehicles 
for achieving political influence through the party system. In the short run, this
strengthened the traditional values in society and contributed to counterbalancing
individualism. At the same time, however, this mobilization ensured increased
participation in the elections and facilitated political stability, which in turn helped
explain why India’s impoverished peasant society was able to maintain a democ-
racy despite what modernization theory would predict (cf. Randall & Theobald
1998: 48–52).

Others have noted that modernization and democratization alike often led to
reactions in the form of political, ethnic, or religious mobilization. The Russian
Revolution in 1917 has been taken to provide evidence of the former. The Tsarist
efforts to modernize from above facilitated a communist reign of terror, made
possible by a brief political opening in 1917. Another well-known example of
ethnic mobilization is the Nigerian civil war in the 1960s, which many researchers
have attributed to the post-war modernization process (Randall & Theobald 1998:
54–61). Finally, the Iranian Islamic Revolution has been explained along the same
lines. Having assumed power in 1925, the Pahlavi Dynasty launched a large-scale
modernization program strongly inspired by Kemal Atatürk’s reforms in Turkey.
The strains of this forced modernization process enabled Ayatollah Khomeini to
carry out the Islamic Revolution of 1979. The Shah was overthrown and replaced
with a clerical regime, which was unprecedented in Shi’ism. According to the
revisionists, this development was a blatant example of modernization supporting
and redefining traditional institutions (Randall & Theobald 1998: 62–70). More
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generally, one may argue that political Islam, or Islamism, should be viewed as a
reaction to modernization. According to this interpretation, 20th-century Islamism
(the movement is often dated back to the establishment of the Egyptian Muslim
Brotherhood in 1928) is basically a corollary, or even offshoot, of the Western
modernization process.

Seen from the higher ground, these theoretical reactions to modernization theory
sparked a much-needed dialogue between anthropologists and political scientists.
Many of the messages from anthropology were in fact picked up by political
scientists. Since then, it has become standard for political scientists to point out
how development does not necessarily imply that developing countries will re-
create themselves in a Western image. While people may well be drinking Coca-
Cola and watching MTV in the most remote corners of the globe, diversity still
prevails under the globalized surface. “The essence of Western civilization is the
Magna Carta not the Magna Mac . . . [and] the fact that non-Westerners may bite
into the latter has no implications for their accepting the former,” as Huntington
(1996: 58) has put it.

Nonetheless, it is important to emphasize that modernization revisionists also
– in their own way – can be situated within the modernization paradigm. While
they did indeed raise objections about the developmental optimism inherent in
modernization theory and about its focus on a single path to prosperity and
democracy, economic and political development was, nevertheless, also the trigger
in their analyses.

Huntington and political (dis)order

In the 1960s, Huntington initiated another action against modernization theory.
Whole-hearted modernization theorists expected that all of the developing
countries had begun their respective journeys towards prosperity and democracy;
and that decolonization was the first step on this journey. This, however, was not
how Huntington (1968) saw realities when glancing at the world in the 1960s (see
Munck & Snyder 2007: 221). Instead of progress and stability, he saw chronic
underdevelopment, political decay, conflict, and lawlessness. Huntington con-
cluded that these detrimental developments piggybacked the efforts to modernize.
Independence and access to new technology facilitated a violent politicization,
which the weak political institutions in the developing countries could not channel.
The result was conflict and poor governance.

Against this background, Huntington reached the rather simple conclusion that
only strong political institutions could enable developing countries to navigate the
waters between the Scylla of modernization and the Charybdis of tradition. Above
all, well-organized parties were needed to channel mobilization in the political
arena under orderly conditions. Conversely, whether or not the political institutions
were democratic was unimportant. According to Huntington’s (1968: 1) dictum:
“The most important political distinction among countries concerns not their form
of government but their degree of government.” In the communist countries in the
Eastern Bloc as well as the democratic countries in Western Europe and North
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America, the level of government was high because the political institutions were
solid. These two groups of countries therefore had more in common than they had
respectively with countries in the third world with a low degree of government,
whether or not these were democratic. Differently put, democracy and develop-
ment did not necessarily go hand in hand. Huntington’s challenge to Lipset and
others was that they could actually work at cross-purposes (see also Randall &
Theobald 1998: 86–119; Fukuyama 2010).

Dependency theory and bureaucratic-authoritarian regimes

Huntington at least accepted that development could occur if only the political
conditions were auspicious. A far more radical critique came from the so-called
dependency theorists. The challenge here, which drew upon Marxist theory in
general and Lenin’s writings (1999 [1916]) about imperialism in particular, was
that modernization theorists ignored the structure of the international economic
system (Randall & Theobald 1998: 120–165). The high level of development in
the Western world rested on the underdevelopment of the rest of the world.
Basically, the center exploiting the periphery was what enabled the continued
development of the West. Moreover, the periphery, that is, the developing coun-
tries, did not stand any chance of making a dent in this asymmetrical dependency
relationship because they were locked into an unequal economic system as the
suppliers of raw materials. The Western countries had a privileged market access
and used their economic muscle and the existing institutions to maintain this
imbalance (Frank 1966; see also Wallerstein 1974, 1980, 1989; Cardoso & Faletto
1979). Thus, dependency theory may be perceived as the polar opposite of
modernization theory, at least as regards the expectations about the future of the
developing countries. The message is that the periphery is unable – economically
as well as politically – to develop due to the asymmetrical dependency. In this
sense, this is developmental pessimism through and through.

Guillermo O’Donnell (1973) developed a more refined critique, which shared
some of the assumptions found in dependency theory. In a ground-breaking analy-
sis of what he referred to as the ‘bureaucratic authoritarianism’ of South America,
he drew attention to a conspicuous paradox. A number of South American coun-
tries failed to maintain democracy as they underwent modernization processes.
Instead, autocracy piggybacked on modernization. More specifically, the examples
here are Brazil in the period from 1964 to 1985, Argentina in 1966 to 1970 and
again in 1976 to 1983, Uruguay in 1973 to 1985, and Chile in 1973 to 1990.
O’Donnell notes that these instances of democratic breakdown were also the
wealthiest South American countries, which is at odds with Lipset’s theory.
According to O’Donnell, this was no coincidence. This is where he draws upon
dependency theory as he outlines three consequences of modernization in countries
that are locked into structural asymmetry with the Western world (cf. Mahoney
2003a: 153).

First, countries in such a situation of dependency will have great difficulty
moving up the ladder of development by shifting from producing low-quality
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primary products to high-quality industrial products. A partial shift may occur
under protectionist policies, where industry becomes able to produce relatively
unsophisticated consumer goods. But balance-of-payment problems and inflation
will eventually render it necessary to convert production in the direction of goods
of higher quality. This requires a more market-friendly tack from the government
as well in order to ensure the requisite foreign investments. Second, O’Donnell
argues that the working class is strengthened considerably during the protectionist
phase, politically as well as economically. But the same class is the first and
principal victim when the government pursues more liberal economic policies. It
therefore takes to the streets. The ensuing strikes and protests exacerbate the
economic situation, which is already dire enough to warrant the new, market-
friendly approach. Third, the protectionist phase, where the state controls eco-
nomic privileges, paves the way for technocrats making advances in the private
sector as well as the state apparatus, including the military.

This combination sets the stage for an unholy alliance between the technocrats
in the private and public sectors. When crisis hits – and the democratic right to
protest exacerbates it – the technocrats will carry out a coup d’état. The result is a
bureaucratic-authoritarian regime; that is, a technocrat-led autocracy, which is
capable of hard-handedly suppressing any opposition but is nevertheless marked
by some measure of respect for rules. The most fascinating aspect of the story is
that it is an intermediate level of modernization that strengthens the non-demo-
cratic coalition and creates the crisis leading up to the reintroduction of autocracy.
According to O’Donnell, this is why the most prosperous South American
countries were subjected to bureaucratic-authoritarian rule in the 1960s and 1970s,
meaning that modernization in these countries has had the opposite effect to what
Lipset would have expected.

A glance at the exceptions

The best theoretical objections to modernization theory are characterized by the
fact that they build on empirical exceptions. O’Donnell’s study of the relatively
wealthy South American autocratic regimes provides a telling example. As such,
we have already touched upon several of the prominent failings of modernization
theory. However, it still seems worthwhile to gather the threads by providing an
overview of the possible deviants.

A general challenge to Lipset’s thesis may be found by going back in time to the
period immediately after the return of democracy in the 19th century. Democracy
first struck root in the most developed countries in Northwestern Europe and the
English-speaking settler colonies (i.e., Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and the
USA). But that does not change the fact that many Western countries introduced
and maintained democracy at a – by today’s measures – low level of socio-
economic development (Rustow 1970: 352; Ertman 1998: 475–477). In these
cases, one may argue that prosperity first came after the introduction of democracy,
not the other way around. At the same time, it is worth noting that many of the
Western democracies proved resilient during periods of deep economic crisis. This
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is an important observation, as it has been argued that not only a low absolute level
of economic development – the focus of modernization theory – has been lethal for
democracy; short-term changes in the form of poor economic performance, such
as inflation and negative growth rates, have been said to undermine regime
legitimacy and therefore democratic stability (Lipset 1994: 7–10). What is more,
this relationship appears to be especially strong in poor countries (Przeworski et al.
2000).

The political developments in interwar Europe are occasionally used to support
this point about the fragility of democracy during crises. However, not all
democracies broke down during the Great Depression. Thomas Ertman (1998:
475–477) thus points out that what is surprising about the interwar political
situation is not that some European democracies fell but rather that so many
survived. Ertman expressly grounds this point in modernization theory as he points
out that the Western European countries were relatively poor in the first place and
furthermore hit by the 1930s depression. All of these examples appear to challenge
Lipset’s notion of a fast and firm nexus between modernization and democ-
ratization. More generally, it is striking that so many Western countries could
democratize and retain democracy despite low levels of development while almost
all of the relatively modernized Latin American countries underwent democratic
collapse after World War II. Bearing this in mind, it is possible to argue that the
connection between the level of modernization and democracy has had a different
character in different periods and in different areas. More specifically, much
indicates that unique characteristics of the Western countries enabled democ-
ratization and democratic survival at lower levels of development than elsewhere
(see, e.g., Weber 2005 [1904/5]; Hintze 1975 [1931]; Downing 1992; cf. ch. 4).2

However, exceptions are also found outside of the West in more recent periods.
We have already described O’Donnell’s South American deviants. Argentina,
Chile, and Uruguay constitute a particular problem, as democracy collapsed in
these countries despite their relatively high levels of socio-economic development.
But three other groups of countries have also deviated from the general tendency.
The first group consists of a number of oil-rich states concentrated in the Middle
East. Countries such as Kuwait, the United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, and
Libya achieved high standards of living after the oil crisis in the 1970s. However,
this rising affluence produced no democratic dividends. Insofar as the Middle
Eastern oil exporters made political changes during this period, they shifted even
further away from democracy by consolidating their respective versions of
autocracy, which incidentally has not changed much since.3

The other group consists of the aforementioned developing countries in South
and East Asia which achieved rather high levels of development before democ-
ratizing, while the third group consists of impoverished countries outside of the
West that have been able to democratize and in some instances have seemingly
consolidated democracy despite a lack of modernization. This group includes
countries such as Botswana in Sub-Saharan Africa and Mongolia in Asia. Most of
the countries in this category are, however, small island states and/or former
British colonies, two conditions which have been emphasized in the literature as
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encouraging democracy (cf. Dahl & Tufte 1974; Clague et al. 2001; Anckar 2008).
The island states (e.g., Jamaica, Trinidad & Tobago, Mauritius, and Micronesia) do
not require a major power apparatus and are also often quite homogeneous, while
former British colonies have adopted the British constitutional model and –
because the British were (oftentimes) good at decentralizing – had relatively
efficient public institutions when attaining independence. The most significant
exception to all of these theories is therefore to be found in India’s impoverished
post-colonial democracy. India is indeed a former British colony, but it is neither
an island nor of limited size, and is generally something of an enigma for
democratization literature (Lijphart 1996).

The revival of modernization theory

Modernization theory has thus met constant (and fierce) criticism, and the various
exceptions provided the critics with plenty of ammunition in the 1960s, 1970s, and
1980s. However, it is worth noting that most large-scale statistical analyses have
found a robust association between the level of modernization and democracy
(Diamond 1992; Burkhart & Lewis-Beck 1994; Epstein et al. 2006; Wucherpfennig
& Deutsch 2009; Boix 2011).

Many of the deviant instances have also disappeared. The development in three
regions is particularly interesting. As already mentioned, the most highly devel-
oped South American countries – Argentina, Brazil, Chile, and Uruguay – have
had a rather unstable political experience since World War II; in fact, for the entire
20th century. They democratized relatively early on, but one or more military
coups followed in every case. This lack of stability would appear to have subsided.
Since the last wave of (re)democratizations in the 1970s and 1980s, democracy
has held its ground. The relatively affluent autocratic regimes O’Donnell referred
to simply do not exist any longer. As regards the former Eastern Bloc, the collapse
of communism is to some extent a test of modernization theory in itself. For the
time being, this test has fallen out to the advantage of the theory. Thus, the Central
and Eastern European countries that boasted the highest levels of development in
1989 have managed best – democratically speaking – since throwing off the yoke
of communism. Finally, except for Singapore, the Asian tigers mentioned at the
beginning of this chapter have also changed their ways recently, in accordance
with what modernization theory would predict (more on this below).

Neo-modernization theory

In the 1990s, Adam Przeworski and a group of collaborators set out to disentangle
the threads of modernization theory once and for all. Things did not quite work
out this way, as the analyses of Przeworski et al. (2000), collected in Democracy
and Development: Political Institutions and Well-Being in the World, 1950–1990,
have also subsequently been criticized (see, e.g., Boix & Stokes 2003; Epstein et
al. 2006; Acemoglu et al. 2008, 2009; Boix 2011). The study is nevertheless
interesting because it is so meticulous and has had so much influence on the field.
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Przeworski and a group of PhD students collected a dataset that was intended to
enable them to re-test the modernization thesis. Working with a minimalist
conception of democracy, the initial conclusion was that there is a very strong and
positive co-variation between modernization, as measured in terms of GDP per
capita, and democracy. However, they argued that this relationship could have 
two different causes. First, it may be a result of modernization increasing the
probability that a given country democratizes. It is this ‘endogenous’ explanation
that is ordinarily presented under the banner of modernization theory. Second,
there is the possibility that the level of wealth has no impact on the actual transition
to democracy but instead only on the subsequent prospects for democratic survival.
As Przeworski et al. (2000: 101) emphasize, this ‘exogenous’ explanation actually
fits Lipset’s original formulation, which precisely stated that wealthier countries
are more likely to sustain democracy.4

Crucially, both causal relationships over time produce one and the same cross-
spatial relationship between the standard of living and the political regime,
although the logic is fundamentally different. This point builds on the well-
established methodological issue that a relationship established across space (i.e.,
by comparing countries with one another) cannot readily establish a relationship
across time (i.e., within the very same countries in the course of a specific period
of time) (see Bartolini 1993).

Based on statistical tests of the two hypotheses, Przeworski et al.’s conclusion
is unambiguous. It is above all the exogenous explanation – that is, the claim that
modernization first and foremost has significance for the durability of democracy
– which finds support, while the endogenous does not appear to have much to it
(Przeworski et al. 2000: ch. 2). In short, the standard of living is not decisive for
whether or not a country democratizes. The transition to democracy may be owing
to many other factors such as war, the death of a dictator, negotiations between
the regime and the opposition, external pressure, or simply popular uprising. But
when the countries have first chosen the democratic path, the prospects for the
survival of democracy are much greater in the developed countries whereas
democracy often collapses in impoverished countries. Other than that, the findings
of Przeworski et al. (2000: ch. 2) challenge both Huntington’s and O’Donnell’s
works, dealt with above. Regarding Huntington, high economic growth actually
stabilizes democracy rather than destabilizing it. Regarding O’Donnell, they
basically show that his theory was built on the few outliers to the exogenous
modernization relationship, in particular that of Argentina, by far the most affluent
country to ever experience a democratic breakdown.

This version of modernization theory is sometimes referred to as neo-
modernization theory. As should be fairly obvious, it is a rendering of the
otherwise so very structural theory which is more open to the importance of agency
in the transition to democracy. At the same time, it is less vulnerable to existing
exceptions. A wealthy but undemocratic country such as Singapore, for example,
poses no problem, as this affluent city-state has yet to democratize. However, on
the basis of the analyses of Przeworski and collaborators, the expectation is that
democracy would be safe should this happen. The same argument may be used in
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connection with the countries with a wealth of natural resources, especially oil.
Here, however, the logic is less convincing, as another explanation is beckoning,
namely the thesis about the so-called resource curse.

The resource curse

“No taxation without representation” was one of the famous slogans during the
American Revolution. The American rebels demanded political rights in return for
taxation, a demand that points back to a general historical mechanism which
deserves some elucidation. In the early 1970s, Douglass North and Robert P.
Thomas (1973) published a captivating little story about the emergence of the
Western market economy. Their report revolved around the structure of the state
apparatus, and they set about describing it in clear terms. They characterized the
state as a quid pro quo, that is, a trade-off between the rulers and the ruled. The
government sells – also in our day – law enforcement and social services to the
citizens for hard cash. Basically, the state is an overgrown mafia organization that
provides protection in exchange for protection money (see also Tilly 1984).5

Implicitly at least, North and Thomas’ analysis may be said to draw upon the
financial sociology (Finanzsociologie), which Rudolf Goldscheid (1958 [1925])
and Joseph A. Schumpeter (1991 [1917/1918]) formulated roughly 100 years ago
(cf. Levi 1988). Goldscheid and Schumpeter attempted to diagnose the societal
development by investigating how the state finances its activities. According to
Schumpeter, the advent of the modern state was a consequence of a trade-off
between rights and taxes. Without effective taxation, the European rulers could
not survive in the anarchical international system of the late Middle Ages. But in
return that had to give in to the privileged corporate groups of society in various
ways. Taxation gave these upper strata a bargaining chip with which to sys-
tematically keep the state on a leash. In this mutual dependence – termed by
Schumpeter (1991 [1917/1918]: 106) a “common exigency” – we find the origins
of political representation as well as civil liberties.

Schumpeter’s ideas have been dusted off and discussed in recent decades in an
attempt at explaining why oil-rich countries – particularly those concentrated in
the Middle East – so stubbornly refuse to introduce electoral rights, political
liberties, and the rule of law. This is the so-called ‘resource curse theory’ or ‘the
paradox of plenty’ (Karl 1998), which postulates that large deposits of natural
resources can inhibit economic, political, and social development. Michael Ross
(2001, 2012) has emphasized how the elite in today’s oil-rich countries provide
for themselves via two factors that did not play a role in the European state
formation process: natural resources and development aid (see also Krasner 2005).
The technical word is ‘rentier states’; that is, state apparatuses that build on rents
and where the authorities are therefore independent of their subjects’ tax payments.

Besides severing the historical connection between taxation and rights and
allowing the regime to bolster its support via patronage, at least two additional
mechanisms have been emphasized in this literature. First, oil-induced economic
growth does not advance the cultural and social changes which spur democratic

Modernization theory 103



development (see below). Second, oil revenues support the creation of a repressive
apparatus which may be used to keep a lid on opposition forces. The theory about
the resource curse is thereby able to account for at least parts of the Middle Eastern
exception, as oil has functioned as an autocratic stabilizer. Seen in this light, the
Middle Eastern outliers may actually serve to corroborate the modernization thesis.
To quote an observation by Lipset (1959: 70) from the very article that sparked
modernization theory,

A deviant case, considered within a context which marshals the evidence on
all relevant cases, often may actually strengthen the basic hypothesis if an
intensive study of it reveals the special conditions which prevented the usual
relationship from appearing.

More particularly, the resource curse theory contributes to exposing how the
dependence of the rulers on the tax revenue paid by the ruled constitutes one of the
mechanisms behind the relationship between modernization and democracy – and
that the absence of this dependency has serious consequences for the prospects for
democracy.6 We now delve further into these mechanisms.

The mechanisms revisited

Despite its age, Lipset’s proposition on a relationship between socio-economic
development and democracy is alive and kicking. As already mentioned, even
Przeworski et al.’s revision has recently taken flack. Most scholars seem to agree
that the exogenous explanation holds water, as wealthy democracies virtually do
not break down. However, recent analyses indicate that besides democratic
stability modernization also encourages endogenous development in the form of
democratic transitions (Boix & Stokes 2003; Epstein et al. 2006; Boix 2011).7 For
example, Carles Boix and Susan Stokes (2003) find a weak endogenous effect even
in the period analyzed by Przeworski et al. (i.e., 1950–1990), but then go on to
show that a much stronger endogenous relationship appeared during the period
prior to 1950. This is indeed where we would expect to find it, as the distribution
of regimes was already correlated with income in 1950, meaning that a post-1950
investigation would miss the formative modernization processes.

The question about the causal mechanisms underpinning such a relationship has
been subjected to intense discussion. Tellingly, Boix and Stokes (2003: 518)
expressly criticize Przeworski et al. for having no such mechanisms on offer. More
generally, modernization theory has long suffered from being treated like a kind of
‘black box’ explanation. Researchers have demonstrated the general relationship
but have had very little to say about the connections leading from modernization
via the political actors to the political regime. This has presumably contributed to
critics having a relatively easy time criticizing it. The few actual exceptions serve
to pinpoint mechanisms via which modernization can foster processes of de-
democratization, which was the objection raised by both the revisionists and
scholars such as Huntington and O’Donnell. This critique has also been used in
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attempts to open the black box. The theory about the resource curse offers a good
example. However, the connection between natural resources and political repres-
sion may above all be understood as a negative scope condition for modernization
theory, as it underlines that modernization processes promoting democracy must
come from below and provide citizens with economic and political muscle.

What about the more positive mechanisms? Only in the more recent decade
have systematic efforts to lay these bare been carried out. The result of this body
of research is that the black box has finally been pried open, at least to some extent
(cf. Robinson 2006). According to Boix and Stokes (2003: 540), for example,
democracy is caused by a set of societal changes brought about by development –
especially increasing levels of equality – rather than by income in itself. This fits
well with Lipset’s effort to expose the causal mechanisms in his original article. As
we have already described, Lipset mainly attributed the relationship to lower levels
of inequality and increases in tolerance and moderation. The recent attempts to
elucidate the mechanism to a large extent follow in Lipset’s footsteps. A number
of scholars have used a micro-economic approach to contribute to this research
agenda. The argument may be summarized as follows:

The reason why modernization is important in this model is that it is assumed
to close the income gap between the elites and the masses, tempering the
masses’ interest in extensive redistribution and the elites’ fear of it. Suppressing
the masses’ demands for democracy then becomes more costly than conceding
democracy and so the elites concede democracy.

(Welzel 2009: 85)

Rooted in this tradition, Boix (2003) and Daron Acemoglu and James Robinson
(2006) emphasize that autocratic regimes cater to the interests of high-income
groups. The elite accordingly oppose electoral rights because they are afraid
democracy will lead to an increase in economic redistribution.8

However, the various contributions to modernization theory based on micro-
economic approaches do not fully agree about which form the relationship takes.
Whereas the relationship in the view of Boix (2003) is linear, Acemoglu and
Robinson (2006: 35) argue that in situations with low inequality, the demand for
democracy is limited, and in situations of high inequality, the elite have much to
lose and therefore opt for repression, meaning that democracy is unlikely in either
case. The probability of democratization is thus highest at a medium level 
of inequality. Thus, Acemoglu and Robinson expect the relationship between
inequality and democracy to take on an inverted U-shape (cf. Ziblatt 2006: 320).

Przeworski (2005) has also recently contributed to this debate. Invoking his
earlier empirical findings, he does not attempt to explain democratic transitions
but only to explain why rich countries tend to be stable democracies.9 Supposing
that people dislike physical insecurity and risks, Przeworski proposes that when
income increases, the gap between the well-being of people oppressed under an
autocratic regime and electoral losers becomes larger, meaning that the elite’s risk
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of losing safe income under democracy exceeds the potential gains of overturning
democratic rule.

Interestingly, Przeworski (2005: 265) claims that basically the same relationship
can be deduced by assuming “that people have preference for democracy, inde-
pendent of income.” This alternative interpretation provides a natural link to the
alternative ‘cultural’ model suggested by Ronald Inglehart and Christian Welzel
(2005, 2009). Critical of the micro-economic focus, Inglehart and Welzel empha-
size that the masses’ preference for democracy is neither constant nor always high.
Rather, they argue, there is much variation in the cross-cultural demand for
democracy.

However, Inglehart and Welzel do suggest that socio-economic development
plays an important role through three stages. Socio-economic development
influences the capabilities and security of the mass public. This leads to changes in
values, which in turn have effects on the political regime type. This argument
draws on Inglehart’s (1977, 1997) earlier research on ‘post-material’ values.
Inglehart’s ground-breaking point, formulated in the 1970s with the Western
countries in mind, was that the political opinions were largely a function of
whether or not one has experienced economic hardships at an early point in one’s
life, the so-called ‘scarcity hypothesis’. The development from a society of want,
where the population is first and foremost occupied by attaining safety and food,
to a wealthy society, promotes ‘emancipatory’ or ‘self-expression’ values such 
as gender equality (vs. patriarchy), tolerance (vs. conformity), autonomy (vs.
authority), and freedom of expression (vs. security).

According to Inglehart and Welzel (2005, 2009), this is quite obvious when
comparing the attitudes in wealthy and impoverished countries at specific points in
time or the attitudes in the same countries before and after a development from
poverty to wealth. This alternative causal mechanism connects macro-level
structural developments – socio-economic development and democratic develop-
ment – through a micro-level actor-centered linkage (see Figure 7.1; cf. Coleman
1990), as is also the case for the micro-economic approaches described above.

However, Inglehart and Welzel (2009) stress how the modernization logic is
not to be understood as a one-track, straight and narrow path that is slavishly
followed by all countries. At least partly accepting the insights of the modern-
ization revisionists, Inglehart and Welzel state that modernization does not
automatically mean that countries re-create themselves in a Western image.
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History cannot be ignored, and the value-related changes are therefore filtered
through an often fine-meshed cultural filter, meaning that the modernization
processes will have different effects in, for instance, Muslim countries compared
with Protestant or Catholic countries. To elaborate, it is not modernization in itself
that creates the self-expression values. It is only in countries where socio-economic
development is of such a nature that it is followed by cultural developments that it
has a positive impact in terms of democracy. This explains why the superficial
increase in the standard of living in the Middle Eastern petro-states has not led to
any democratic development worth mentioning; the emancipatory values have
simply not made inroads.

Even so, Inglehart and Welzel (2009) emphasize that fundamental modern-
ization processes have a tendency to promote democracy wherever they occur.
The speed will vary, but the direction remains the same. Inglehart and Welzel
(2009) accordingly argue that there is reason to take heart in the formidable
economic development in China in recent decades. In the longer term, the Chinese
Communist Party will encounter great difficulty resisting the pressure to
democratize simply because the new middle class will demand it, just as we have
witnessed in South Korea and Taiwan in the 1980s and 1990s.

Finally, based on the Inglehart and Welzel research agenda the outlined
relationship tends to be stronger for thicker than for thinner types of democracy.
This is in fact a very important point for Inglehart and Welzel, and it is worth
elaborating, as it may be said to have a more general relevance for modernization
theory, and because it ties the discussion to our earlier distinctions between
different definitions of democracy. Parts of the democratization literature contain
the argument that, since the end of the Cold War, electoral democratization has
been increasingly unconstrained by structural factors such as the level of
modernization (Levitsky & Way 2010: 19; Schmitter 2010). Inglehart and Welzel,
however, point out that the proliferation of third wave democracies, in spite of low
modernization levels, has only tended to produce what we have termed minimalist
and electoral democracies. The level of modernization is as relevant as ever as
soon as we use a measure of what they term effective democracy by qualifying
the electoral definitions with the rule of law (Alexander et al. 2012) – that is, by
adopting definitions that are broadly similar to our concept of liberal democracy.

Conclusion

We are left with the impression of a relationship between socio-economic
development and democracy which has proven quite durable in the longer term.
Today, only few deny that modernization means something for the survival of
democracy (but see Robinson 2006; Acemoglu et al. 2008, 2009). In fact, we can
directly establish a threshold for when democracy is secure. Przeworski and
Limongi (1997: 165) thus observe that:

The simple fact is that during the period under our scrutiny or ever before, no
democracy ever fell, regardless of everything else, in a country with a per
capita income higher than that of Argentina in 1975.
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More generally, Przeworski and Limongi point out that only five democracies have
ever collapsed in countries that were at least half as prosperous as Argentina in
1974: Uruguay in 1973, Surinam in 1980, Chile in 1973, Fiji in 1987, and Greece
in 1967. In other words, a country must be impoverished before democracy is in
danger.

A number of recent analyses indicate that modernization also promotes demo-
cratic breakthroughs. This endogenous explanation is weaker than the exogenous
explanation, however, as we cannot establish thresholds or predict anything about
when a democracy breaks down. It is nonetheless possible to illustrate this point by
returning to the East Asian tigers. In 1950, South Korea, Taiwan, and Singapore
were level with developing countries in Sub-Saharan Africa. By the late 1980s,
they had achieved a level of development almost resembling that of the Western
European countries. As mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, the Tigers
were – back then – often referred to in order to support the claim that democracy
is a luxury that developing countries ought to wait to introduce; a well-ordered
autocracy was emphasized as being better able to ensure long-term economic
growth because it does not have to cater to the short-term interests of the
population or the whining and bickering of elected politicians. This has been the
‘Asian values’ political blueprint which Singapore’s dictator, Lee Kuan Yew, has
forwarded as a deliberate alternative to the Western democratic model. Singapore
has in fact maintained a de facto party (civilian) autocracy since 1959. However,
the course of events has been strikingly different in South Korea and Taiwan.
Things already started rumbling in South Korea in the 1980s, and the government
in Seoul chose to hold free elections in 1987. Taiwan followed suit in the 1990s,
and at the time of writing, Singapore is the only country to have maintained Lee
Kuan Yew’s autocratic ways.

In general, it has been something of a merry-go-round. In the 1950s and 1960s,
the South and East Asian tigers fit modernization theory like a hand in a glove.
They were impoverished autocracies. In the 1980s, they had suddenly become
exceptions, as they were relatively modernized but remained autocratic. Finally,
South Korea and Taiwan were ‘brought into line’ with their modernization level as
a result of the political reforms of the 1980s and 1990s. This development in many
ways serves as a mirror for the status of modernization theory. There have been
repeated exceptions to Lipset’s relationship between modernization and democ-
racy. But they have always been rather few, they have become even fewer over
time, and more recent work within the genre, such as that centered on the resource
curse, has served to account for the most wayward cases. Regardless of how it is
measured, modernization and democracy tend to go hand in hand – today as well
as in the 1950s, when Lipset formulated the proposition. And even the recent
proliferation of minimalist democracies does not really change this fact as the level
of modernization remains crucial as soon as we substitute thinner for thicker
definitions. In the next chapter, we shall see how modernization theory has also
sparked a distinct focus on the social forces which have historically fought over
regime change.
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8 The social forces tradition

The historical relationship between socio-economic modernization and democracy
is so robust that any plausible explanation of democratization must be based upon
it. More particularly, a convincing explanation of democratization must explain
why economic development and democracy go hand in hand. This is the premise
for Dietrich Rueschemeyer, Evelyn Huber Stephens, and John Stephens’ (1992)
Capitalist Development and Democracy. However, Rueschemeyer et al. argue that
the then existing interpretations of modernization theory failed to satisfy this
requirement. As we described in the previous chapter, Lipset’s version of mod-
ernization theory finds the causal link in factors such as higher levels of equality,
the growth of the middle class, and the emergence of democracy-friendly values,
partly due to increased access to education, all of which are understood to be
driven by economic development.

This rendering of modernization theory is thus virtually devoid of a conflict
perspective. Apart from the general focus on the middle class, the post-World War
II modernization theorists did not distinguish between social classes and their
respective interests in democratization. Instead, they conjured up the image of a
harmonic, seamless, and virtually inevitable development towards democracy, as
increased prosperity facilitates the social, cultural, and political reshaping of
society. According to Rueschemeyer et al. (1992: ch. 2), this perspective does not
fit with the fundamental premise of political development: that rights form in the
wake of conflicts between rulers and their subjects, meaning that political change
is generally the result of secular conflict between social classes. To quote Charles
Tilly (2002: 123), rights are “historical products, outcomes of struggle” (see also
Rustow 1970: 353–355, 362).

Historically, the right to vote has either been conquered by the masses or granted
by the rulers (Przeworski 2009). In the former case, this has happened due to
uprisings, coups, or revolutions. In the latter case, where the suffrage was further
extended, the change was at least partly due to fears of such uprisings. This is nicely
conveyed by the conservative argument for expanding the right to vote formulated
by Lord Grey in connection with the expansion of suffrage in Great Britain in 1832:
“reform to preserve.” According to Rueschemeyer et al. (1992: ch. 3), all of this
points towards the class struggle as the locus in which to find the causal mechanism
underpinning the relationship between modernization and democracy.



This claim serves to set the stage for the comparative historical analyses of
social forces and their impact upon the respective routes to democracy and autoc-
racy. These explanations are almost always based upon secular class conflicts,
particularly between the aristocracy, bourgeoisie, peasants, and the working class.
This should not be equated with the micro-economic approaches described in the
previous chapter, as the comparative historical analyses within the social forces
tradition1 are always contextual, meaning that they operate within specific
historical scope conditions. To keep as many of these scope conditions as possible
constant, we only discuss analyses dealing with the democratization occurring in
Europe in the 19th and early 20th century.

What the focus on class conflict means is that large parts of the social forces
tradition explicitly or implicitly operate in the shadow of modernization theory,
as the whole point is to analyze the way in which economic development shifts
the balance of power between the social forces in general and the classes in
particular; which in turn contributes to the oscillation of the political pendulum.
The underlying explanatory factor thus remains modernization, and the theories
continue to attempt to explain democratization and/or democratic stability. As
opposed to modernization theory, however, the class-based analyses are indebted
to the Marxist notion that the economic basis determines the political super-
structure via the mechanism referred to as class struggle – with the important
nuance that forces and structures not directly related to socio-economic devel-
opment have also been emphasized in some of the major works rooted in this
tradition.

Class struggle as the driver of regime change

Just as with modernization theory, the social forces tradition draws upon some of
the major breakthroughs of 19th- and 20th-century sociology, including those 
of Karl Marx and Max Weber. As an independent discipline, however, it is a
relatively new field. Barrington Moore Jr. (1991 [1966]) sparked it in the mid-
1960s with his publication of Social Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy.
Moore wrote against the backdrop of classical modernization theory and the notion
that all countries – independently of contextual factors – take the beaten path from
modernization to democracy. Instead, Moore (1991 [1966]: xiv–xv) argues, there
are multiple paths to modernization, determined by the relationship between the
classes.

Recall at this point that the comparative historical analyses of social forces to
some extent rest upon the Marxist coupling between the economic base and
political superstructure. A number of scholars have expressly concluded that
Moore carries out a (neo-)Marxist analysis (Rothman 1970: 62; Femia 1972:
40–41; Skocpol 1973). This point is understandable, since Moore traces both the
ideology of the dominant classes and the political structure to the mode of pro-
duction and also seems to argue that the ruling class always exploits subordinate
classes, thereby basically making cultural factors epiphenomenal (Moore 1991
[1966]: 486). Nevertheless, it is important to note that Moore extensively revises
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Marx’s structural perspective. Moore thus emphasizes the causal importance of
timing in the commercialization of agriculture and does not address the working
class at all. In fact, one of his important points is that the communist revolutions
occurred in predominantly agrarian societies, which Marx’s class analysis cannot
account for.

In continuation of Moore’s work, a field of research has been developed which
James Mahoney (2003a: 151–152) calls ‘structuralism’. Structuralism emphasizes
the various combinations of social structures, state structures, and international
structures establishing the framework surrounding the actors’ (particularly
collective actors in the form of social classes) strategies and actions. This focus
on structures pervades all of the works we discuss in this chapter, thus demon-
strating Moore’s seminal importance. Three other crucial features of comparative
structural analyses of social forces and democracy should be highlighted (cf.
Mahoney & Rueschemeyer 2003: 6). First, the aim is to shed light on actual causal
relationships. Second, these relationships are always grounded in historical
processes. Third, the studies usually deal with a relatively limited number of
countries.

The latter two points require further elaboration. Beginning with the number of
countries, the analyses of the relationship between class struggle and democ-
ratization mostly deal with Western Europe in the period from the French
Revolution to World War II. It is hardly any mystery that Western Europe is at
the center of attention for the social forces tradition. The general endeavor is to
assess the impact of modernization from the class conflict perspective, and until
World War II Europe and the former European settler colonies in the Americas
and Oceania were virtually alone in exhibiting actual modernization and the
associated shifts in the class structure (cf. Luebbert 1991). More generally,
comparative historical analyses are somewhat idiosyncratic in the sense that 
they often do not aim to generalize beyond the cases dealt with (Mahoney &
Rueschemeyer 2003: 7–8; Skocpol 1984: 376). As far as the historical processes
are concerned, sequencing (i.e., the timing of factors) is attributed important
explanatory potential. Moore shows that when an event occurs is often decisive
for what kind of impact it will have (see also Tilly 1984: 14; Rueschemeyer et al.
1992: ch. 2).2 Finally, it is important to note that the origins of democracy or
autocracy are often traced further back in time than is the case with modernization
theory proper. For example, Moore delves all the way back to the end of the
Middle Ages, even though his objective is to account for the emergence of
democracy, fascism, and communism in the 20th century.

No bourgeois, no democracy

In Social Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy, Moore addresses the question
as to why Great Britain, the USA, and France were able to combine capitalism and
democracy, whereas capitalism in Germany, Italy, and Japan went hand in hand
with fascism in the interwar period. And, along these lines, why did Russia and
China end up pursuing a communist path to modernization?
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As indicated by the book’s subtitle, Lord and Peasant in the Making of the
Modern World, Moore finds the answer in the patterns of landholding. His general
thesis is that the impact of industrialization upon society is determined by the
encounter between the agrarian classes and the ascending bourgeoisie.3 This
encounter crystallizes into three routes. The first runs via that which he refers to as
bourgeois revolutions – the English Civil War (1642–1651) and subsequent
Glorious Revolution (1688–1689), the French Revolution (1789–1799), and the
American Civil War (1861–1865) – which weakened the landowning aristocracy
and strengthened the middle class, thereby paving the way for democracy. Second,
Moore outlines an alternative capitalist route along which modernization was set
in motion from above via an alliance between a strong landowning gentry and the
bourgeoisie (with the latter as the ‘junior’ partner). The result here is fascism. The
third route involves a scenario in which the bourgeoisie is insignificant, the rural
elite is strong, and the revolutionary potential of the peasantry is high. Capitalism
never gains a proper footing, and the peasants support a communist revolution.

Moore’s analysis differs from the classical versions of the modernization
literature for the simple reason that he has a sense of how modernization processes
can have different characteristics and consequences. That said, his explanatory
factors are somewhat vague, particularly in the actual country analyses. His three
alternatives cannot be derived systematically from a set of explanatory variables
that vary between the three respective routes. Tellingly, the literature contains
considerable disagreement about how his analysis is actually to be understood (see,
e.g., Femia 1972; Skocpol 1973; Stephens 1989; Mahoney 2003a: 137).

Nevertheless, widespread agreement exists that the work contributes to the
formulation of two general hypotheses concerning the relationship between class
structure and democratization (Mahoney 2003a: 138–139). According to the first
hypothesis, a strong middle class is a necessary condition for democracy. In the
words of Moore (1991 [1966]: 418) himself: “No bourgeois, no democracy.”
Democracy succeeded in Great Britain, France, and the USA for the very reason
that the bourgeoisie avoided becoming the junior partner in an alliance with the
landowners against the peasants. The second hypothesis proposes that the rural
elite has traditionally posed the greatest barrier to democracy. According to Moore,
the suppression of the peasants by this class paved the way for fascism in Germany
and Japan, where the rural elite allied with the emerging bourgeoisie, and for
communism in Russia and China, where the peasants revolted.

Ever since Moore’s magisterial work was published, other researchers have
lined up to test these explanations. Generally speaking, these studies have tended
to challenge Moore’s claims more than they have validated them. As regards
countries that Moore himself did not study, the results are rather mixed. Countries
such as Switzerland and Austria appear to support Moore’s model, while the
pathways of other countries obviously do not (Huber & Stephens 1995; Mahoney
2003a; Stephens & Kümmel 2003).

Moore (1991 [1966]: xiii) himself maintained that smaller countries had limited
value as test material, as they usually copy the political destination of the larger
countries. However, it is the new analyses of Moore’s own countries – Great
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Britain, the USA, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, Russia, India, and China – that
have exposed the greatest problems. First, the English landowners were in fact
overwhelmingly strong before and after the 17th-century revolution. Hence, it 
is difficult to interpret English democratization as the product of a dominant
bourgeoisie. Second, and more problematically, a number of researchers have
argued that the middle class has not been a steady guarantor of democracy. The
bourgeoisie surely led the way in establishing civil liberties and the rule of law
and delimiting the political influence of the landowners. However, when it comes
to the extension of suffrage to the lower classes they have often been hostile,
simply because it has not always been in the interests of the bourgeoisie (Mahoney
2003a: 138–145). In sum, Moore’s model has a number of major shortcomings.
However, works inspired by his reintroduction of the comparative historical
research agenda have taught us much about the emergence of democracy
(Mahoney 2003a: 137–152). The rest of this chapter describes some of these
theoretical and empirical advances.

Democratization in 19th- and 20th-century Western Europe

The working class as the driver of democracy

Göran Therborn was one of the first to revisit Moore’s core propositions and come
up with an alternative. Like Moore, Therborn (1977) finds the source of democracy
in industrialization and the subsequent capitalist development. Nonetheless, he
eagerly emphasizes that it is the working class – not the bourgeoisie – that is
responsible for the final breakthrough to modern democracy.

In order to understand Therborn’s argument, we must pay attention to his
definition of democracy. Therborn envisions a representative government and
suffrage being extended to the entire adult population. Furthermore, the votes are
to be weighted equally, the voters protected from intimidation by the state
apparatus, and the electorate is to enjoy freedom of speech and assembly.4 More
generally, Therborn (1977: 10) operates with a number of different regime types.
The most important are: actual ‘dictatorship’, where elections and the parlia-
mentary principle5 are obviously absent; ‘exclusivist authoritarian’ regimes which
are characterized by limited suffrage and not the parliamentary principle; ‘demo-
cratic exclusivist’ regimes which are marked by limited suffrage but where the
parliamentary principle is beginning to make inroads; and finally, ‘democracy’,
which fulfills all of the criteria described above. In relation to the definitions
presented in Chapter 3, a democratic exclusivist regime largely corresponds to that
which we refer to as minimalist democracy whereas Therborn’s definition of
democracy corresponds to polyarchy.

Consequently, Therborn’s treatment of the dependent variable differs from that
of Moore. While it is somewhat vague as to precisely what Moore understands by
democracy, he would most probably be ready to accept the criteria linked to a
minimalist democracy.6 This is first and foremost a consequence of Moore
conceiving of democracy in relation to clear-cut alternatives such as fascism and
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communism. Therborn’s definition is therefore much more demanding than
Moore’s definition, and his critique follows logically from his distinction between
various types of democracy. Therborn argues that the grand bourgeois revolutions
Moore describes did not lead to genuine democracy – but rather, at most, to a
democratic exclusivist regime. While the bourgeoisie were responsible for a liberal
constitution and, in time, for the parliamentary principle, they were not the driving
force when it came to extending the right to vote to the entire population.

At the same time, Therborn writes against modernization theory. He empha-
sizes that democracy does not emerge from a calm and peaceful process initiated
by increases in wealth, education, urbanization, and a larger middle class. Prior 
to World War I, only three capitalist countries could be characterized as democ-
racies: Australia, New Zealand, and Norway. It was not until after World War I
that universal suffrage and the parliamentary principle spread to a significant
number of countries. According to Therborn (1977: 21), there is a simple reason
why this is the case. The working class was the only consistent bearer of demo-
cratic values, and the demand for soldiers and industrial production resulting from
the war meant that the working class found itself in a powerful position. In this
way, the growth of the working class accounts for the relationship between
modernization and democracy. However, the labor movement unto itself did not
have the strength required to bring about democracy. As Figure 8.1 illustrates, the
power of the labor movement had to be combined with one of four components
to be effective.

One possibility was external pressure in the form of the military defeat of the
autocratic regimes. This situation occurred in Austria, Finland, Germany, Italy,
and indirectly in Sweden. In Norway and Belgium democratization instead
resulted from pressure exerted by the working class combined with national
mobilization in the form of the economic, ideological, and not least military
integration of the general population for the national effort. In the third pathway,
represented by the Danish case, the working class forged an alliance with the
independent farmers. Finally, the last opportunity consisted of the working class
allying with parts of an internally divided ruling elite. This occurred in France, the
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Netherlands, and Great Britain, and could only come about in the event that the
lower classes were not perceived as posing a threat.

Taken together, although the working class could not bring democracy about
on its own – it is a necessary but not sufficient condition – it played the absolute
lead role in the performance on the modern breakthrough of democracy. According
to Therborn, the sole exception to this rule is found in Switzerland, where
democratization took place without a strong working class. Therborn’s criticism of
Moore offers a clear example of how definitions often have considerable influence
on the conclusions. Therborn actually confirms Moore’s fundamental idea when
arguing that the bourgeois revolutions led to democratic exclusivist regimes. Yet,
he arrives at a different overall conclusion because he is operating with a thicker
definition of democracy.

A critical defense of Moore

John D. Stephens (1989; Rueschemeyer et al. 1992: ch. 4; Huber & Stephens 1995;
Stephens & Kümmel 2003) has continued where Moore and Therborn left off.
Stephens largely defends Moore’s claims but also draws inspiration from Therborn
and modifies both of them on important points. First, Stephens argues that Moore
underestimates the significance of the working class in the final phases of
democratization. Second, he argues that Moore paints an excessively positive
portrait of the role of the bourgeoisie. Stephens (1989) reaches these conclusions
after analyzing the Western European countries that democratized in the period
from 1870 until 1920, including Germany, Austria, Italy, and Spain, where
democracy collapsed in the interwar period. As Stephens disagrees with Moore
that the development in the smaller countries was determined by the developments
in the larger neighboring countries, he deals with a broader sample of Western
European countries. His analysis also differs from Moore’s work in that it focuses
on a period that is closer to the outcomes that Moore was attempting to explain. In
fact, Stephens continues Moore’s work by initiating his analysis in the period
where Moore finishes his, namely the mid-1800s (Stephens 1989: 1020). Finally,
he attempts to account for both the transition to democracy and its subsequent
stability.

Stephens’ definition of democracy corresponds to Therborn’s (i.e., polyarchy),
except for the fact that he delimits the requirement of universal suffrage so that it
does not necessarily cover women. Against this background, Stephens (1989)
concludes that the working class played a central role in the introduction of
democracy – not so much in the early phases, where it was relatively weak, but
all the more so in the later phases of democratization, where the working class
constituted the only consistent advocate of suffrage extensions. Industrialization
endowed the working class with unprecedented power, and the balance of power
tipped in its favor in many countries prior to World War I. Like Therborn,
Stephens thus rejects Moore’s claim that the bourgeoisie was the most important
driving force behind democracy. Great Britain and France were the only countries
in which the bourgeoisie played a purely positive role for the ultimate introduction
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of democracy; that is, the development from an exclusivist constitutional democ-
racy to equal and universal suffrage. In most countries, the bourgeoisie were
against giving the working class a share in democracy. Nonetheless, democrat-
izations proceeded for the most part without any revolutionary break, which Moore
(1991 [1966]: 505–506) otherwise regarded as a necessary condition.

Stephens (1989) thus accepts much of Therborn’s analysis. Yet he also argues
that Therborn has a tendency to exaggerate the importance of the working class.
Recall that Therborn holds Switzerland forth as the sole exception to the thesis
about the working class as the motor power of democratization. Stephens qualifies
this by referring to the case of Norway, where the working class cannot be credited
with democratization, as a coalition of independent farmers and the middle class
carried the load. Moreover, it was not so much the pressure from below that led to
the repeated expansion of suffrage in Great Britain. Finally, the trajectories to
democracy in Denmark and Sweden owed more to the independent farmers and
middle class than to the workers. That said, the working class according to
Stephens constitutes a very important driving force behind the achievement of
universal suffrage in the European countries. Only France, Switzerland, Norway,
and Denmark were completely democratic prior to 1918. The final breakthrough in
the other countries analyzed by Stephens resulted from the social distortion in the
wake of World War I. Basically, the ruling classes were weakened while the
working class was strengthened, causing the political pendulum to oscillate
(Stephens 1989: 1066).

Stephens also investigates the subsequent stability of democracy. Examining the
democratic breakdowns in the interwar period, he reaches the following conclusion:
a strong rural upper class is a necessary requirement for such breakdowns. In
countries where the large landowners had been weakened, democracy was safe.
Even though the rural elite in Great Britain was strong, the introduction of com-
mercialized agriculture meant that its needs were less labor-intensive and
suppressive. Italy, Spain, Germany, and Austria, on the other hand, were marked by
an alliance between the rural upper class, the state, and the bourgeoisie, which led
to the reintroduction of autocratic regimes. As opposed to Moore, however,
Stephens (1989: 1066–1070) emphasizes that Austria was actually the only country
in which the rural upper class was considerably stronger than its alliance partners.
Nevertheless, Stephens broadly agrees with Moore’s second main thesis: that the
large landowners have historically been the enemy of democracy par excellence.

Rueschemeyer, Huber Stephens and Stephens have elaborated on these points
and supplemented the analysis with other cases from Latin America and the
Caribbean as well as the settler colonies in the USA, Canada, New Zealand, and
Australia. Even though Rueschemeyer et al. (1992) add a number of explanatory
factors, such as international influences and the strength of civil society, they claim
to have uncovered a relatively simple causal mechanism connecting modernization
and democracy. In a nutshell, industrialization (and capitalism) strengthens the
working class and weakens the large landowners. As the working class is clearly
interested in extending electoral rights to the lower strata of society, this process
leads to modern democracy, albeit often via a sidestep or two.

116 Causes: democracy – how and why?



This leads us to one of the strongest generalizations in democratization theory,
namely that modern democracy requires a capitalist mode of production (a market
economy), where the means of production are owned by private individuals or
associations. In The Road to Serfdom, Friedrich August von Hayek (1944) has
provided a classic treatment of this issue. He describes a number of ways in which
a planned economy undermines liberal democracy. Conversely, Schumpeter (1974
[1942]: 284) expressly argues that planned economies are in principle compatible
with (minimalist) democracy.

Subsequently, the democratization literature has widely acknowledged the
assertion that a market economy would appear to be a necessary condition for
democracy (Lipset 1994: 2–3; Dahl 1998: ch. 13). It is, however, not a sufficient
condition for democracy. It is possible to combine a capitalist system with an
autocratic regime, whereas achieving democracy in the absence of capitalism
would appear well-nigh impossible. This proposition also finds empirical support,
as there are no examples of full-fledged planned economies which have also been
democratic (see Friedman 1962: ch. 1; Sartori 1987: 399–449; Berger 1992: 9). A
number of researchers have also noted that modern capitalism reinforces the
bourgeoisie, which according to Moore is the sine qua non of democracy. This is
where Rueschemeyer et al.’s intervention differs. While they accept the general
focus on capitalism, they direct attention from the bourgeoisie to the working class:

It was neither capitalists nor capitalism as such but rather the contradictions 
of capitalism that advanced the cause of political equality. Capitalism con-
tributed to democracy primarily because it changed the balance of class power
in favor of the subordinate interests.

(Rueschemeyer et al. 1992: 302)

To sum up Rueschemeyer et al.’s explanation: modernization (qua industrial-
ization) created a strong and cohesive working class, which would fight to get
enfranchised politically. It was the consequent class struggle – rather than the
‘harmonic’ mechanisms outlined by Lipset – which ultimately paved the way for
equal and universal suffrage, and hence for thicker types of democracy.

Elite calculations, middle-class pressure, or joint projects?

The analyses carried out by Therborn and Rueschemeyer et al. have influenced 
the field considerably, but their respective conclusions have not been accepted
unconditionally. For example, Ruth B. Collier (1999) has added a number of
important nuances in Paths toward Democracy. Collier goes to the root and
investigates the role of the working class in a number of different periods of
democratization in Western Europe and South America.7

Collier (1999: 19–21) points out that a focus on the working class alone does not
get us very far. It is necessary to understand the interplay between the various
classes and the strategies pursued by the elites. Against this, Collier (1999: 14–16)
asserts that the role of the working class has been exaggerated in the analyses of
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the first wave democratizations. She begins by clarifying which actors have had a
genuinely democratic agenda and played a decisive role in pushing through
democratic reforms. Here, it is important to note that she only attempts to explain
democratization and not the subsequent democratic stability. Collier (1999: 24)
understands democratization as the introduction or expansion of political institu-
tions guaranteeing (1) constitutionalism, which limits the arbitrary exercise of
power by the state apparatus, (2) elections characterized by comprehensive suf-
frage and competition, and (3) an elected legislative assembly that is relatively
independent of the executive. Based on this framework, Collier (1999: 35)
identifies three paths to democratization during the first wave in Western Europe:

1 Middle-class democratization. This path was traversed by Denmark in 1849,
Greece in 1864, France in 1848 and 1875 to 1877, Portugal in 1911 and 1918,
and finally by Spain in 1868, 1890, and 1931.

2 Elite-driven democratization. This path was followed by Switzerland in 1848,
Great Britain in 1867 and 1884, Norway in 1898, and Italy in 1912.

3 Democratization as a result of joint projects. This path was taken by Denmark
in 1915, Finland in 1906 and 1919, Sweden in 1907 to 1909 and 1918 to 1920,
the Netherlands in 1917, Belgium in 1918, and Germany in 1918 to 1919.

In the case of the middle-class democratizations, it was first and foremost liberals
and/or republican movements that fought against monarchs and the privileged
aristocratic elites. These movements demanded – on behalf of the middle class –
suffrage extensions as well as the introduction of constitutionalism. The aim was
primarily to guarantee civil liberties and representation to the middle class. In
several cases, however, the liberal agenda also included demands for equal and
universal suffrage (for men). Elite-driven democratization usually occurred as a
by-product of party politics, as the elite-dominated parties sought increased
support among the previously excluded segments of the population, including the
working class. The best-known instances are probably the ongoing competition
between the Whigs and Tories in 19th-century Great Britain. For example, the
Conservatives under Benjamin Disraeli extended suffrage in 1867, expecting to
receive the lion’s share of the new votes. In such instances, democratization was
a project carried out by political insiders seeking to fortify their own respective
positions.

The two first forms of democratization were both extensively dominated by
political elites. In the great majority of cases, the working class was non-existent,
indifferent, split, or outright hostile towards democratization. The only partial
exceptions were France in 1848, Great Britain in 1884, and Norway in 1898, where
the working class (or parts of it) played a minor role by supporting democrat-
ization. Division within the labor movement was in fact the most frequent reaction
when elite calculations were the basis for reforms. The working class was aware
that the elites were extending suffrage for their own sake. However, it was not yet
sufficiently organized to be able to reach agreement about how to assume a
position in relation to it. The two elite-dominated paths are distinguished from one
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another in one important respect. In connection with elite calculations, it was
insiders who pushed reforms through in order to ensure votes for themselves.
Middle-class democratizations, on the other hand, were carried out by outsiders
pushing for reforms. In the latter instances, actual revolutions or coups often
ensued (cf. Weyland 2009).

The third path was radically different, as the lower classes had their say. These
joint projects typically occurred towards the end of the first wave of democ-
ratization. They were characterized by pro-democratic socialist parties and trade
unions playing a prominent role. In most cases (Finland in 1906 is an exception),
the working class was already partially included and represented. Occasionally,
the socialist party was even the largest party and/or part of the government when
new political reforms were pushed through. Even in these cases, the working class
was merely one of multiple coalition partners. In countries such as Sweden,
Belgium, and Germany, the working class was particularly dominant in such
coalitions, while it was the junior partner in other cases. Collier (1999: 78–79)
here points out a tendency in the literature to exaggerate the significance of World
War I in relation to the influence of the working class. In several cases, the reforms
had already been carried through or were at least on the political agenda before
the war. Other classes in society also became more democratically inclined as a
result of the war. Furthermore, part of the impact usually attributed to World War
I should rather be ascribed to the Russian Revolution (1917).

Where does this leave us? There is definitely a place for the working class in
Collier’s account, but it does not occupy nearly as prominent a position as with
Therborn and Stephens. To some extent, however, the difference is again a result
of the respective definitions. Collier wants to explain each and every movement
towards democracy, including developments occurring long before actual
polyarchy or liberal democracy made inroads. As we have already argued, the
middle class was indeed important for 19th-century democratizations, while the
working class primarily became important in the final reforms of the 20th century,
where the democratic project was completed. But these differences in relation to
the focus only explain the overall difference up to a point. For even in the late
phases of the democratizations, Collier argues that the working class was not
necessarily the decisive driving force, even though it fought for democratization
relatively consistently during this period (not so in Latin America, however).
Finally, it is important to note that Collier, unlike Stephens, does not attempt to
explain democratic breakdowns. This leads us to a discussion of the determinants
of democratic survival and autocratic revival in the interwar period (cf. Berg-
Schlosser & Mitchell 2003; Skaaning 2011).

Conflict over democracy: Europe in the interwar period

The Wall Street stock market collapsed on October 29, 1929. The Roaring
Twenties were over, the Great Depression lay ahead. The economic crisis of the
1930s proved fatal for many European democracies. The totalitarian movements of
the day – fascism, Nazism, and communism – made advances at the expense of
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democracy because they promised to provide work, order, and food to the hungry
and insecure masses on the Continent.

That is the conventional interpretation of the history of the enigmatic 1930s.
But just because this story has been repeated time and again does not necessarily
mean that it holds water. A historical retrospective shows that the relationship
between economic crisis and democratic breakdown is not as clear as it is often
made out to be (see Luebbert 1991: 307–308; Bermeo 1997a; Ertman 1998). The
well-known story about the disheartening political impact of the economic crisis
builds first and foremost on the German case (Bermeo 1997a: 3). The Nazi
takeover occurred – conveniently enough for the theory – when the economy hit
rock-bottom. But the crisis of the 1930s actually had a greater impact in a number
of other European countries, several of which managed to retain their democratic
credentials (Luebbert 1991: 307–308; Bermeo 1997a). More specifically, countries
such as the Netherlands and Norway were hit just as hard by the economic crisis
as were the instances of breakdown. In both of these countries, unemployment was
probably higher than in Germany (and Austria), and the crisis branched out to all
aspects of society (Linz & Stepan 1996: 80). Nevertheless, the non-democratic
movements gained very limited support. The Netherlands are telling in this
context, as the country played host to one of the worst recessions in Europe.
Thousands of Dutch laborers went so far as to cross the German border to find
work in their great neighbor to the East. Nonetheless, the Dutch fascists never won
more than 9 percent of the popular vote in the various elections held over the
course of the decade. As in Norway, the Dutch simply avoided falling for the
totalitarian temptation – crisis or not.

Moreover, democracy had broken down in a number of European countries
before the crisis gained momentum. Mussolini had already seized the reins of
power in 1922; in Spain, Primo de Rivera established his dictatorship the year
after; and Poland, Portugal, and Lithuania had also all left the democratic fold in
the mid-1920s (Luebbert 1991: 307–308; Bermeo 1997a). As an effect obviously
cannot occur prior to the cause, this further weakens the account of the detrimental
effects of the economic crisis on democratic breakdown. These events form the
backdrop for two recent contributions within the genre of the social forces
tradition, namely that of Gregory Luebbert (1991) and that of Thomas Ertman
(1998). Both are at odds with Stephens’ argument as to what ensures the survival
of democracy (or fails to do so), and both provide alternative explanations for the
results.

Liberal hegemony, red–green alliance, or fascism

The first of these two accounts distinguishes between three different regime types,
which consolidated in Western Europe during the interwar period. Great Britain,
France, and Switzerland combined a free market economy with democracy, and
these three countries were therefore instances of ‘liberal democracy’.8 In Denmark,
Norway, and Sweden, democracy went hand in hand with a mixed economy – in
which the market was heavily regulated – a combination constituting ‘social
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democracy’. Finally, Spain, Germany, and Italy developed a combination consist-
ing of a corporatist economy and autocracy referred to as ‘fascism’. This diversity
is what Luebbert (1991) seeks to explain in Liberalism, Fascism, or Social
Democracy. His book provides an exciting answer to the two following questions:
Why did the tripartition between liberal democracy, social democracy, and fascism
develop in the interwar period? And why was it Western Europe in particular that
served as the background for this tripartite division?

Beginning with the latter question, Luebbert argues that Western Europe alone
had the necessary level of modernization to realize and sustain these regime forms.
In doing so, he draws a direct comparison between Western and Eastern Europe.
According to Luebbert (1991: 3–4), during the interwar period the entire area
between Czechoslovakia and the Soviet Union came to be characterized by a
fourth regime type, which he labels ‘traditional dictatorship’. This regime type is
primarily to be understood with fascism as the frame of reference. In the 1920s
and 1930s, many European democracies fell apart, but they did so in one way in
the East and in another way in the West. In Italy, Germany, and to some degree
Spain, the democratic institutions were completely destroyed, and totalitarian
regimes destroyed independent parties and trade unions. In countries such as
Poland, Lithuania, Romania, and Bulgaria, parliaments, parties, trade unions, 
and elections continued, but only as a kind of window dressing. They were
hollowed out by dictators who exercised the real power (e.g., Pilsudski in Poland).
Nevertheless, these dictators did not suppress civil society in the same manner as
was the case with fascism.

According to Luebbert (1991: 259), this difference was no coincidence. Eastern
Europe was lacking the level of modernization necessary for liberal democracy,
social democracy, and fascism alike. In virtually the entire area, over half of the
population was employed in agriculture, and the domestic economy was not
commercialized. Furthermore, the Eastern European countries were a patchwork
of ethnic, religious, and linguistic groups. This brings us back to Luebbert’s
question of why the Western countries moved along three different paths in the
interwar period. The answer may be summarized in two points (cf. Luebbert 
1991: 7–8):

1 An alliance between the liberals (middle class) and the labor movement prior
to World War I was both a necessary and a sufficient condition for liberal
democracy. The British case – where the Labour Party was closely interwoven
with the liberals – offers the best example of such lib-labism. The point is that
the labor movement was established under the auspices of what Luebbert
refers to as liberal hegemony. After World War I, Britain was therefore unable
to introduce social democracy.

2 The absence of such liberal hegemony was a necessary condition for the other
two regime types. In this situation, the alliances forged by the family farmers
made the difference. Alliances with the workers resulted in social democracy.
This ‘red–green’ cooperation was the recurring pattern in the Scandinavian
countries. In the cases where the farmers felt threatened because the socialists
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began mobilizing support among the rural laborers, they instead entered into
alliances with the middle class. Here, the consequence was fascism, a result
found at the time in Germany, Italy, and Spain.

Luebbert thus presents a class analysis in the pure sense, as the classes –
workers, family farmers, and the urban middle class – have firm interests, and the
relations between them determine the political development. In fact, in a very
categorical formulation Luebbert (1991: 306) claims that “One of the cardinal
lessons of the story I have told is that leadership and meaningful choice played no
role in the outcomes.” Another way of saying this is that the classes sought entirely
to realize their economic interests via the political superstructure. After a conflict,
this led to a specific political-economic regime that attended to the interests of the
Gründer classes: the working class in social democracy and the middle class in
liberal democracy.

Luebbert’s explanation definitely has much to offer also in terms of its edge.
For example, he rejects Moore’s proposition that a strong rural upper class is an
effective barrier against democracy. Luebbert (1991: 308–309) argues that fascism
came about as a result of an alliance between the farmers and the middle class. He
also emphasizes that the rural nobility was unable to manipulate the votes cast by
the other classes in interwar Western Europe. Luebbert illustrates this point with
references to how the Nazis enjoyed greater support in areas populated by
independent farmers than in the regions where the rural laborers were subjected
to powerful landowners (see also Mahoney 2003b: 364–365).9

But Luebbert’s work is not devoid of problems. First, the Netherlands and
Belgium do not fit his model well (Kitschelt 1992: 1029). According to Luebbert,
these two countries were not characterized by liberal hegemony prior to World
War I. Yet a subspecies of liberal democracy developed in the interwar period,
where religious parties forged compromises together with the working class.
Second, as Ertman (1998: 497) has stressed, Luebbert’s analysis begs a particular
question: What determined the relative strengths of the respective classes and of
liberal hegemony in the first place? Luebbert’s own suggestion seems to be that the
ethnic, religious, and linguistic cleavages were decisive. If such differences
divided the middle class, it was not strong enough to embrace the labor movement
prior to World War I. There is undoubtedly something to this. As Ertman notes,
however, this explanation is at best inadequate. This takes us to Ertman’s own
contribution to the understanding of the situation.

Party systems and civil society

Based on a critical examination of the explanations provided by Rueschemeyer et
al., Collier, and Luebbert, Ertman (1998) concludes that they, each in their own
way, present relatively convincing explanations of the emergence of democracy
in the period between 1848 and 1920. But none of them provide a satisfactory
explanation as to why so few of the Western European democracies collapsed in
the interwar period. He therefore introduces an alternative model.
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Ertman’s take on the issue may seem slightly odd, as attention is normally
directed towards why so many democracies broke down in the interlude between
the world wars. Ertman’s argument for turning the question on its head is that
doing so is a corollary of using modernization theory as a yardstick. As mentioned
in the preceding chapter, according to contemporary standards, the Western
European countries were relatively poor during the democratizations of the 19th
century and in the interwar period. In the latter period, they were additionally
subjected to a dramatic economic crisis in the form of the Great Depression.
According to Ertman (1998: 475–477), what is truly remarkable is therefore that
so few Western European democracies fell during this period.

Ertman anchors his account in Luebbert’s focus on the capacity of the
democratic parties to hold on to their voters in a period of crisis. However, he does
not subscribe to Luebbert’s point about liberal hegemony, which he argues cannot
be demonstrated empirically. For example, Ertman (1998: 496) points out that
countries such as Denmark and Norway actually set the scene for alliances
between laborers and the liberals (farmers) before World War I, which smacks of
‘lib-labism’ and liberal hegemony. The Danish Social Democrats thus collaborated
in elections with first the Liberals (farmers) and later the Social Liberals (typically
smallholders). Nevertheless, the Social Democrats in the Scandinavian countries
proved strong enough after the war to be able to implement their desired model.
Against this background, Ertman asserts that Luebbert is (to some degree) making
the pieces of his puzzle fit together by categorizing the countries in classes with
and without liberal hegemony prior to World War I depending on how things
unfolded after the war.

Ertman goes on to argue that the only way to arrive at a better understanding of
the development in the interwar period is by bringing civil society into play. One
of the crucial differences between the crisis-plagued democracies of the interwar
period and democracies in contemporary developing countries is that civil society
was blossoming in the former. The fate of democracies should therefore be under-
stood in the intersection between the civil society and the party system.

A number of scholars have emphasized civil society’s beneficial impact on
democracy (cf. Putnam 1993; Warren 2000). But others have stressed that civil
society is not an unmitigated blessing for democracy (cf. Berman 1997; Bermeo
1997a: 14–15). Ertman uses this latter observation to point out that we cannot
simply assert that democracy survived in countries with vibrant civil societies.
Germany and northern Italy, where the fascists and Nazis enjoyed the greatest
support, could boast of some of the most vibrant civil societies (Berman 1997).
Germany was indeed the Mecca of voluntary organizations. It is not without reason
that there is an old saying that if more than two Germans got together, they would
start laying down formal rules of organization.

Yet if we introduce the party system as a necessary requirement for a strong
civil society to have a positive effect on democracy, we are suddenly able to solve
the great equation of the interwar period. Only in the countries characterized by a
decisive, competitive party system prior to World War I – that is, only where 
the parliamentary principle had gained ground – did a vibrant civil society lead 
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to the survival of democracy after the war (Ertman 1998: 499–500). Benelux, the
Scandinavian countries, France, Switzerland, and Great Britain exemplify this
combination (see Table 8.1). In contrast, democracies failed if political life did not
revolve around the party system prior to World War I (i.e., where the parlia-
mentary principle had no solid foothold), and this despite the presence of a vibrant
civil society, as was the case in Italy and Germany.

Furthermore, the revival of autocracy also became a reality where political
activity revolved around the party system before World War I but where a vibrant
civil society never emerged. In these instances – Portugal and Spain – patron–
client structures hollowed out democracy from within. And where none of the
components conducive to democracy existed (e.g., in Russia), the democratization
process was even doomed beforehand. To elaborate upon the last point, Ertman
(1998: 476) argues that Central and Eastern Europe were moving along totally
different paths than those of Western Europe because the basic conditions here
were radically different. New states were being formed against the background of
the gradual reduction of the Ottoman Empire in the Balkans and the collapse of
the Austro-Hungarian and Russian Empires in 1917 to 1918. It is therefore
meaningless to examine whether their political life rotated around democratic
competition in the period leading up to World War I. For this reason, Ertman also
excludes relatively ‘Western’ countries such as Austria, Finland, Ireland, and
Czechoslovakia. It is worth noting that the three latter countries do not fit his
argument, as they maintained democracy during the interwar period despite
lacking a (national/independent) democratic party system prior to World War I.
Ertman’s analysis is therefore not the final word to be uttered in this case.

Conclusions

As already mentioned, one of the most important premises for science is that
empirical results hinge on definitions (Sartori 1970). The examination of historical
comparative analyses within the social forces tradition in this chapter clearly
illustrates this point. Whether it is the bourgeoisie or the working class that appears
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Table 8.1 Explanatory typology of Ertman’s account

Well-established party system before World War I

Yes No

Democratic survival Democratic breakdown
Yes (Belgium, Denmark, (Italy, Germany)

France, the Netherlands, 
Norway, Switzerland, 
Great Britain, Sweden)

Democratic breakdown Democratic breakdown

No (Portugal, Spain) (Russia)

Strong civil society



to be the main driving force behind democracy thus depends upon what lies in the
term democracy.

Neither Luebbert nor Ertman devote much attention to spelling out their
respective definitions of democracy. This is because they are primarily interested in
explaining whether democracy could stand the distance in the interwar period,
where universal suffrage (at least for men), the parliamentary principle, and political
liberties were associated with the democratic regime almost without exception. But
it makes a big difference for the work of all of the other scholars discussed in this
chapter. If we are closest to what we term minimalist democracy, then the middle
class/bourgeoisie was often the driving force. On the other hand, if one seeks to
explain the final drive in the direction of electoral democracy characterized by the
introduction of universal suffrage, the working class played a more important role.

Next, it makes a big difference whether one is merely seeking to explain
democratization or whether democratic stability is also included in the equation.
Stephens, who investigates both, concludes that the two things have different
causes. Similarly, the choice of empirical scope is of great importance. We have
attempted to account for the latter by only scrutinizing analyses of Europe in the
period between the French Revolution and World War II. Even here, however, it
proved decisive whether one – like Moore – includes only the major countries or
whether one also includes the small Western European countries, possibly supple-
mented with the new states in East-Central and Eastern Europe.

Finally, it is striking that even though various researchers – Ertman being the
most notable exception – promote a relatively unadulterated class analysis, the
predominant conclusion is that factors other than the strength of the classes are
also decisive. Elite calculations, the party system, and civil society represent three
of the most important additions. To sum up these points, we can note that most
democratic progress occurred when different classes forged alliances.

Taken together, the focus on the social forces and class constellations has
received much attention since Moore’s pioneering work. We now know that the
class structure played a decisive role for democratization in Europe in the 19th
and 20th centuries. Shifting the focus to a more particular level, there is wide-
spread agreement that the middle class was decisive for the establishment of the
rule of law, political liberties, and limited suffrage in the first part of the process,
while the working class played an important role when suffrage was subsequently
extended to the general population. At the same time, there is (despite Luebbert’s
objections) widespread agreement that the large landholders have consistently
been the enemy of democracy. Finally, a recurring theme in this chapter has been
that the historical comparative analyses operate with modernization theory as the
frame of reference. Here, two points are important. First, it would not be wrong to
say that the overall causal chain is virtually identical in the two approaches.
Modernization is thus also directly or indirectly a background variable in the
analyses of class struggle and democracy. The significant difference consists of
the causal mechanism being essentially different. The message in the analyses
covered in this chapter is that economic change (of the basis) changes the class
structures, which in turn has an impact on the political regime (the superstructure).

The social forces tradition 125



The thrust of the class analyses is thereby simultaneously aimed at modern-
ization theory. The point in most of the analyses discussed is that the impact of
modernization basically depends upon the class structure, upon the timing of the
structural changes, and upon mediating factors such as the party system and civil
society. This is to say that democracy is born of secular conflict between the
classes. It does not simply descend from the heavens as the result of a painless
modernization process. Moore (1991 [1966]: 28–29), for example, argued that the
gradual English development involved massive violence against the peasants as a
result of enclosures of agricultural land (the commons) in the period between 1500
and 1800,10 a course of events which Marx (2007 [1867]) in Capital (Das Kapital)
calls “the parliamentary form of the robbery.” Luebbert has also argued that certain
class constellations led to autocracy rather than democracy and that any kind of
regime serves the interests of a particular class. And Ertman has demonstrated that
even the most vibrant civil society could not prevent democratic collapse if the
party system was still in its infancy. Consequently, one may argue that these
comparative historical analyses are more realistic than modernization theory. The
other side of the coin is that it is difficult to generalize their findings to a broader
selection of countries – not to mention periods (cf. Bellin 2000). This might appear
somewhat paradoxical, since they pretty much exclusively emphasize structural
conditions, which the actors respond to more or less automatically. Collier offers
the only partial exception, as she softens things up by focusing on the strategic
reflections of the elite, which is the focal point of the following chapter.
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9 Transitology1

Does democracy require fertile soil to sprout and strike root, or can it also grow
and survive in a context bereft of favorable structural conditions? The democrat-
ization literature features very different answers to these questions. The theories
emphasizing the importance of modernization and class struggle for democratiza-
tion processes answer ‘Yes’ to the first question and therefore ‘No’ to the second.
Transition theory – or transitology, as it has also been labeled – adopts the opposite
answer to the first question and also, more implicitly, to the second.

Transitology may be traced back to Dankwart A. Rustow’s (1970) ground-
breaking article, “Transitions to Democracy: Toward a Dynamic Model”. Rustow
broke with the dominant democratization theories, which emphasized structural
conditions for democracy, as presented in the previous chapters. Rustow’s
alternative was a narrower focus on the transition process itself, the general points
being, first, that the causes of the transition were likely to differ from the causes of
the functioning of democracy, and, second, that no socio-economic prerequisites
for a transition could be identified (Rustow 1970: 342, 352; see also O’Donnell &
Schmitter 1986: 65).

Towards the end of the 1970s, new ammunition was provided to this perspective
when Juan Linz and Alfred Stepan (1978) published their four-volume work, The
Breakdown of Democratic Regimes. They rejected that the democratic collapses in
interwar Europe and in Latin America after World War II had been inevitable; a
position that otherwise had a strong standing at the time. Linz and Stepan empha-
sized that in several – if not most – cases, it was the decisions made by the key
actors more than the structural circumstances that determined the outcome of the
struggle between democracy and autocracy (see also Bermeo 1997a; Cappoccia
2005).

The breakthrough of transitology

However, transition theory first began to receive considerable attention in the
1980s when the third wave of democratization broke through the dikes in earn-
est (Haggard & Kaufman 1997: 72). A number of researchers continued where
Rustow had left off, advocating a more optimistic perspective on democratization,
which allocated greater maneuvering room to the actors (Di Palma 1990: 1–13).



Bold proclamations were made that democracy did not require particular structural
conditions (cf. Carothers 2002: 8). This was actually a more radical position than
Rustow’s, as he had described national unity as a necessary condition, emphasized
the importance of collective social forces, and underlined that a transition at the
minimum lasts a generation. As such, his theory was much more structural than
what came to be known as transitology in the 1980s and 1990s.

According to the transitology perspective, it was first and foremost the actors’
strategies in the transition process itself that were understood as being decisive.
In short, the idea was that it is possible to establish democracy even though the
structural conditions are unfavorable, as long as the actors make the right deci-
sions (Karl 2005: 4). Perhaps it is more correct to say that the transitologist was
unapologetic in maintaining that we must – from a normative perspective – assume
that democratization can occur in the face of even severe structural constraints. As
Gerardo Munck (2011: 4) points out, the reasons behind the transitology emphasis
on actors’ choices were thus “largely political rather than purely scientific,” a
rejection of structural determinism termed ‘thoughtful wishing’ by Abraham
Lowenthal, one of the driving forces behind the 1986 project.

Seen through this lens, the emergence and popularity of transitology may to a
large extent be understood as a reaction to the circumstance that the structural
accounts did not offer specific instructions to democrats in the struggle against
autocratic rulers. In the wake of the democratization processes in the Southern
European countries in the 1970s – and particularly after the end of the Cold War
– the opposition forces in a number of developing countries took the lead and
rallied their forces against autocratic rule. The rest of the world faced the following
question: Bearing the structural accounts in mind, should these movements merely
be regarded as ripples on the surface because these countries were ultimately
lacking the necessary conditions to democratize – or at least to sustain democracy?
Few researchers, politicians, or others interested in promoting democracy were
ready to accept this pessimistic perspective. As Myron Weiner (1987: 862)
formulated the general mood: “Perhaps it is time to recognize that democratic
theory, with its list of conditions and prerequisites, is a poor guide to action.”

For two of the founding fathers of transitology, Guillermo O’Donnell and
Philippe C. Schmitter, the new perspective also represented a personal break with
their own theories from the 1970s. Back then, they had pointed out that a number
of structural factors played a decisive role for political development (Munck &
Snyder 2007: chs 9 and 10). But the four volumes under the common heading
Transitions from Authoritarian Rule (O’Donnell et al. 1986), which they edited
together with Laurence Whitehead, had a major impact in focusing research on
democratization away from the structuralist perspective towards more dynamic
causes. Especially O’Donnell and Schmitter’s (1986) concluding volume,
Tentative Conclusions about Uncertain Democracies, in which they reflected on
the major findings, was agenda-setting. It replaced the structural and deterministic
accounts with a much more contingency-oriented perspective focusing on agency.

In a nutshell, transitology ascribes independent and decisive significance to the
agents. Transition processes are characterized by a number of strategic choices
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which O’Donnell and Schmitter (1986: 66) believe have a great impact on the final
outcome. While they avoid rejecting the long-term impact of structural factors,
they emphasize the significance of the short-term political calculations which
cannot be derived from the underlying structural factors (O’Donnell & Schmitter
1986: 5; cf. Karl & Schmitter 1991: 270–272). O’Donnell & Schmitter thus
reiterate both Rustow’s general insights that the causes of transitions differ from
those sustaining democracy (O’Donnell & Schmitter 1986: 65) and his more
particular argument that when analyzing transitions a focus on political action is
inescapable.

The mode of transition as key factor

There is a considerable heterogeneity within the discipline of transitology. The
most obvious point of consensus concerns the postulate that the mode of transition
is decisive for the development of democracy in two ways. First, it bears upon
whether a transition away from an autocratic regime results in democracy at 
all. Second, it impacts upon the extent to which such a democracy will be able 
to consolidate. However, in spite of the claims forwarded by both critics and
proponents of transitology (see, e.g., Carothers 2002), the perspective does not
include any assumption about transitions always leading to democracy. O’Donnell
(2002: 7) has subsequently emphasized “that there was nothing predestined about
these transitions . . . their course and outcome were open-ended and uncertain.”
Recall in this connection that O’Donnell and Schmitter’s book was not entitled
Transitions to Democracy but Transitions from Authoritarian Rule, indicating that
though the actors’ choices were seen as crucial for the character of the transitions,
the long-term outcome of these choices was perceived as nebulous.

Among the many versions of transition theory (see, e.g., Share 1987;
Mainwaring 1992; Munck & Leff 1997), it is natural to begin with O’Donnell and
Schmitter’s seminal perspective. O’Donnell and Schmitter (1986: 6–7) define a
transition as the interval between one political regime and another. In this phase,
the old political rules of the game no longer apply, while the new rules have yet to
be decided. The whole situation is marked by uncertainty and contingency with
respect to the outcome. The agents are therefore free to make choices that have
unintentional (and possibly also unwanted) consequences for the future. These
choices create new rules, which then lock in. One can say that the transition gives
the agents opportunity to directly or inadvertently ‘select’ institutions that sub-
sequently ‘freeze’ and limit the opportunities for choosing a new course.

According to O’Donnell and Schmitter, in the instances where democratiza-
tion carries the day, the transition period may be divided into two phases. The 
first consists of a liberalization of the authoritarian regime; that is, a process in
which political liberties such as freedom of speech and association are introduced
and expanded. The second phase is marked by actual democratization. More
specifically, the fundamental democratic procedures, institutions, and rights 
such as suffrage, party competition, and – decisively – competitive elections are
introduced.
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Karl and Schmitter’s transition typology

O’Donnell and Schmitter do not really define the different types of transitions.
This is somewhat surprising considering the centrality of the term. Much subse-
quent work has been devoted to this issue, however, and the transitology literature
therefore contains a number of definitions and applies a range of different classi-
fication principles (see Table 9.1). Needless to say, there is consensus about the
importance of identifying the main actors in the transition. What is more, there
seems to be agreement with respect to drawing a general distinction between the
autocratic incumbents and the opposition, both of which can be further subdivided
into hard-line hawks and moderate doves.

In contrast, there is disagreement as to whether one should emphasize the
strengths and positions of the agents involved (Share 1987; Huntington 1991;
Mainwaring 1992) or their strategies (Karl & Schmitter 1991; Munck & Leff
1997). Nevertheless, this difference does not run that deeply, as the strengths and
strategies of the involved agents in many ways represent two sides of the same
coin. In most cases, the strategy chosen will be determined by how strong a group
feel compared to their counterparts.

Among the many contributions within this literature, we focus on the influential
version of transition theory of Terry Karl and Philippe Schmitter (1991), two of the
founders of transitology. As seen in Table 9.1 and Figure 9.1, Karl and Schmitter
focus on the specific combinations of agents and strategies in the transition
process. They construct a typology and formulate a number of hypotheses about
the significance the various modes of transition have for the subsequent democ-
ratization process. The first dimension of the typology reflects which actor is the
driving force behind the changes. Here, Karl and Schmitter distinguish between
the masses and the elites. The second dimension reflects the strategy of the main
actors and distinguishes between whether the transition between regimes results
from a compromise between the most important actors or against the background
of unilateral exercises of power. By combining these two dimensions, Karl and
Schmitter construct four ideal-typical modes of transition (see Figure 9.1). They
point out that if a combination of elites and masses triggers the transition and/or
external actors participate in the process, the transition is categorized in the area
between the ideal types (Karl & Schmitter 1991: 275).

Insofar as the transition is primarily a result of the elite actors reaching a
compromise, we are dealing with a pact. The transition to democracy in Spain
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Table 9.1 Classification principles in transition typologies

Share Huntington Mainwaring Karl & Munck &
Schmitter Leff

Main actors X (X) (X) X X
Relative strength (X) X X
Strategy X X

Note: X indicates that the typology covers the respective principles. An (X) means that the principle is
somehow included, but only indirectly or secondarily.



following Franco’s death in 1975 has been regarded as the prototype of such a pact
(Share 1987). But the South African transition to democracy in 1994 also con-
stitutes a good example, as the process was characterized by compromises and
elite management, including the fact that the previous ruling elite escaped serious
punishment but agreed to the establishment of a ‘Truth and Reconciliation
Commission’. As summarized by Michael Bratton and Nicolas van de Walle
(1997: 178; cf. Barkan 2000: 239):

The ruling whites conceded ANC’s core demand of free elections . . . and the
principal black opposition group accepted rules of proportional representation
for elections, job security for white civil servants, and an amnesty for security
forces that admitted to crime under the old regime.

If the masses are mobilized from below and reach a compromise with the former
incumbents without resorting to violence, we have an instance of reform rather
than a pact. Illustrating this type of transition, in the years leading up to the
dissolution of Yugoslavia there was a strong popular movement in Slovenia
spearheading a non-violent campaign aimed at introducing independence and
democratic reforms. As a result of this pressure, the Slovenian Communist Party
set a reform process in motion, paving the way for multi-party elections in 1990
and independence the year after (Bunce 2003: 172; Karatnycky & Ackerman 
2005: 40).

The third type of transition, namely imposition, covers the cases in which elites
push a regime change through from above. Taiwan’s transition fits this category,
as the Kuomintang Party, which held power firmly during autocratic rule, con-
trolled the introduction of the democratic reforms. The process began in 1986 and
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followed the party’s own schedule. First, martial law was repealed, and certain
political liberties were introduced. Political parties were then allowed to function,
and the first democratic elections followed in 1991. The direction and speed of the
process were controlled by the Kuomintang rather than the opposition. The Taiwan
transition was thus both set in motion and carried out by the ruling elite (Rigger
2000: 141; Shin & Lee 2003: 41).

Finally, the transition may be categorized as a revolution if the masses take to
the streets and press change through despite resistance offered by the ruling elite
(Karl & Schmitter 1991: 275; cf. Karl 1990: 8–9). Madagascar set the stage for
such a scenario at the beginning of the 1990s. President Ratsiraka’s autocratic rule
was challenged from August 1990 to July 1991 by increasing unrest in the form of
comprehensive strikes, demonstrations, and violent clashes with the security
forces. When he refused to accept the civilian demands for democratic reforms,
half a million citizens marched on the presidential palace, resulting in a clash
leaving 100 dead and more than 300 injured. The pressure from the popular pro-
tests ultimately forced Ratsiraka to begin work on a new democratic constitution
(van de Walle 1995: 129; Sandbrook 1996: 71).

Karl and Schmitter’s transition types may initially seem well suited to distin-
guishing between different courses of events. However, Valerie Bunce (1995: 113)
has – correctly – criticized them for not setting out specific criteria for when a
transition belongs to one category and not another: When can an agreement be
understood as a pact, and how much and in which phases do the masses have to
participate before it is a revolution? This lack of clarity has contributed to
confusion and disagreement about the classification of specific transitions. Nancy
Bermeo (1997b), for instance, questions the widespread understanding of the
transition in Spain in the 1970s as an elite-controlled compromise (i.e., a pact).
She emphasizes that the course of events was characterized by numerous incidents
of political violence and mass strikes; indeed, she points out that there have not
really been any peaceful transitions in the third wave of democratization. This
leads to a crucial question: Does the mode of transition have any independent
effect on the subsequent democratic development?

The relationship between the mode of transition and democratic 
development

According to O’Donnell and Schmitter (1986: 39), it is often propitious for the
development of democracy if the opposition refrains from inciting a revolution
from below. Indeed, it is best if uncertainty is reduced via a pact with the author-
ities. A pact is:

an explicit, but not always publicly explicated or justified, agreement among
a select set of actors which seeks to define (or, better, to redefine) rules
governing the exercise of power in the basis of mutual guarantees for the ‘vital
interest’ of those entering into it.

(O’Donnell & Schmitter 1986: 37)
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Karl (1990: 11) adds that pacts are comprehensive, inclusive, and primarily rule-
making in the initial stages, as opposed to narrower agreements such as managerial
accords that are partial, exclusionary, and about concrete policies. Pacts are not
based on consensus regarding the objectives. The driving force behind the com-
promises is the fundamental unpredictability (‘contingency’) characterizing 
many transitions. Inspired by John Rawls’ (1971) writings in political philosophy
about the ‘veil of ignorance’, where one is hypothetically unaware of one’s own
negotiating position – and supported by arguments drawn from game theory –
Adam Przeworski (1991: 87) has presented an interesting account of why this
situation is likely to result in democracy. The great uncertainty concerning one’s
own position of power will force the competing elites to choose a so-called
‘maximin strategy’; that is, to pursue the change that provides the best possible
conditions for the weakest party, since that might ultimately prove to be oneself.
If you do not know whether you are the strongest or the weakest, you have an
obvious interest in stability, guaranteed basic rights, and opportunities to police
the rulers.

A compromise between the power elites logically reduces the potential for
conflict, has an impact upon the balance of power, and sets new political processes
in motion. In the longer term, democratic institutions ensure these elements best.
Somewhat paradoxically, pacts therefore lead to democracy via non-democratic
means. Transitologists actually point out that it is possible to realize ‘democracy
without democrats’ because pacts are in practice exclusive agreements that are
typically negotiated by a limited number of exclusive, elite groups in a closed
process. From the perspective of transitology, however, this is a necessary evil
that is legitimized by the improved chances of establishing and consolidating
democracy under such conditions. There are certain requirements for a pact to have
a positive effect. Transition theory emphasizes three specific characteristics
facilitating democratic development (cf. McFaul 2002):

1 A pact should preferably limit the political agenda. The actors should focus on
reforming the political regime without simultaneously introducing extensive
economic reforms. If the prevailing economic system is not subject to exces-
sive reform – especially the property rights, which are typically to the
advantage of the authorities – elites will be more inclined to go along with
democratization. That is to say, they will go along with surrendering political
power in exchange for retaining their economic power.

2 A pact should ensure a relatively equal distribution of goods between the
parties. This promotes the willingness to engage in compromises among the
elites about the fundamental institutional rules of the game, thereby reducing
the incentive for open conflict in the form of a coup or a revolution.

3 The masses and any possible extremists on either side (i.e., uncompromising
democrats/autocrats) are preferably to be excluded from influence. A stable
transition to democracy is more likely if matters can be taken care of among
the elites and in the event that the negotiation parties are moderate instead of
extremist. Karl (1990: 8) even argues that “no stable political democracy has
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resulted from regime transition in which mass actors have gained control,
even momentarily, over traditional ruling classes.” Or as Michael McFaul
(2002: 218) has laconically stated: “mobilized masses spoil the party.”

While Karl and Schmitter (1991: 269) are somewhat vague when it comes to
operationalizing their four ideal-typical modes of transition, they are quite explicit
when it comes to coupling them to the prospects for consolidating democracy. They
expect that a pact between the authorities and the opposition will best promote the
consolidation of democracy, while the next-best mode of transition consists of an
imposition; that is, a transition led by the incumbent elite. Conversely, if the mode
of transition is characterized as a reform involving compromise in which the
protests of the masses play a decisive role, the likelihood of democratic consoli-
dation is lower. This is because the elite, with its ties to the previous regime, cannot
control the process alone as in the case of imposition. Unacceptable demands from
the masses become more likely, and with them the likelihood of democratic
reversals increases. Revolutionary transition is, however, an even worse option. If
extremist masses set the agenda, the prospects for the establishment and stabil-
ization of a democratic regime are not good. The message is thus, “put the pact in
gear and go,” as Charles Tilly (1995: 365) has sarcastically written.

Interestingly, Schmitter had grown increasingly more convinced about his
perspective during the period from when he kicked things off in 1986 until he and
Karl formulated a common position five years later. In the mid-1980s, O’Donnell
and Schmitter (1986: 66) were not quite as assertive regarding the blessings of
pacts; they argued that if guarantees and rigid rules lead to significant dissatis-
faction and procedural deadlocks, the shortsighted pact can hamper democratic
consolidation. In the longer run, a paradox may emerge, as pacts contributing to a
transition to democracy can work to the detriment of the consolidation of democ-
racy. The problem is that excessive elitism, prior agreements, exit guarantees,2 and
a lack of democratic competition, which is often an important element in pacts,
can undermine democracy. In the absence of a strait-jacket, however, excessive
division and competition can develop between the parties, which may inhibit
political and economic performance and legitimacy. This dissatisfaction can
ultimately lead to a military coup or a revolution (O’Donnell 1992).

O’Donnell and Schmitter also argue that socio-economic pacts increase the
chances for the survival of the new democracies. In a later article, Karl and
Schmitter (1995: 969) defend this ambivalence by stating that their “approach is
quite explicitly possibilistic – not probabilistic or deterministic – in epistemology
and design.” However, this maneuver, referring to the relationship between
transition type and democratic development as possible rather than probable or
manifest, does not solve the problem. In fact, one may argue that it undermines
the scientific status of transition theory, to reuse Lowenthal’s term, making it
‘thoughtful wishing’ rather than a rigorous theoretical framework. If one cannot
use it to deduce firm predictions about causes and effects, the theoretical pro-
positions cannot be falsified. Logically, one must therefore at least talk about the
probability of a certain phenomenon taking place if one is to live up to the
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requirement that it must be possible to test a theory meaningfully. The ambiguity
should rather be solved through a more detailed specification of the relationships,
including the underpinning causal mechanisms, and through subsequent empirical
testing. In this light, Schmitter’s resorting to the notion of possibilism is all the
more surprising as transitologists have in fact presented falsifiable hypotheses
about the transition to democracy.

Elite transformations and democratic regimes

Michael Burton, Richard Gunther, and John Higley (1992) have developed a theo-
retical framework connecting an elite perspective with democratic consolidation,
which may be seen as a close kin to transition theory. They begin by defining elites
as persons capable of exploiting their strategic positions to exercise significant
influence on political outcomes. Their primary claim is that the extent of the
control of the elite over social groups and their capacity to obtain agreement about
decisive issues and to obligate their respective supporters in relation to agreements
is decisive for democratic consolidation and stability (Burton et al. 1992: 8–10).
Hence, democratic consolidation requires that past discrepancies between elite
groups are replaced by broad consensus about the value of democratic institutions
and procedures (Burton et al. 1992: 3).

In countries where authoritarian government and political instability are the 
norm, transformations that the elites themselves have set in motion are therefore
the most significant – and possibly the only – path to democratic consolidation.
Elites that have been split in the past must reach agreement as regards the norms
and fundamental rights that are to form the framework for future political practice.
There are two ways of obtaining the necessary consensus. One of these, ‘elite
consensus’, is possible where previously divided and hostile elites suddenly
change the relationships between them. This typically occurs when they negotiate
a compromise that effectively puts a lid on the worst discords and establishes
agreement about the rules of the game (Burton et al. 1992: 13–14). To illustrate
this, Burton et al. point to Costa Rica (1948), Colombia, and Venezuela (both
1957–1958), which are actually the only countries in Latin America that have
continually been democracies – to a more or less liberal degree – throughout the
1960s, 1970s, and 1980s (cf. Peeler 1985).

The other way an elite transformation can ensure democratic consolidation is
through ‘elite convergence’. This is a more gradual process than elite agreements.
Basically, a process unfolds over years – in some cases several decades – during
which rivaling elites make tactical decisions which gradually lead to consensus
among the elites. One can distinguish between two consecutive sequences. First,
there will be groups from the rivaling elites that engage in amicable collaboration
aimed at mobilizing voters. After these groups have won several elections in a
row, thereby establishing a firm grip on the governing power, the most important
elite group outside of the coalition will become frustrated by not having any
influence. It will therefore form a political alternative and choose to take up the
fight within the parliamentary arena by participating in the elections – instead of

Transitology 135



challenging the democratic rules of the game, the opposition accepts them. This
adaptation will often be followed by a moderation of the ideological positions of
the political parties (Burton et al. 1992: 24–25). When agreement is reached at the
elite level, the outcome will be a consolidated democracy. Burton et al. mention
the development during the Fifth French Republic, established in 1958, as a good
example of elite convergence. This process, which gradually led to agreement
about the structuring of the government, culminated in the 1980s with a socialist
president and a conservative prime minister who enjoyed majority support in the
parliament. This phenomenon has subsequently been labeled ‘cohabitation’.

Independent explanatory power?

The transition and elite transformation theories are rather enticing as it seems a
priori convincing for the strategic choices made by the elites to have independent
leverage for the development of democracy. However, both explanatory currents
have met critiques that emphasize fundamental weaknesses, and questions have
been raised regarding their contribution to the explanation of democratic devel-
opment.

Elite transformation theory is burdened by two interconnected problems. First,
the explanation may be said to have some tautological elements, as the acceptance
of the democratic rules of the game represents the essence of what the theory is
intended to explain, namely democratic stability. In gist, the elite support democ-
racy by acting democratically. As Andreas Schedler (2001: 78) has commented, it
is hardly surprising that “democracy will last if all major actors expect it to last.”
Moreover, it is unclear which circumstances have motivated the elite groups in
society to carry out a transformation from being conflict-prone to seeking
consensus in connection with the preferred form of government. There is, in
particular, a lack of attention devoted to why it often proves impossible to reach
agreement about democracy. To be sure, it should be mentioned that the empirical
studies that have applied this theoretical framework have often provided good
descriptions of what has ultimately led to successful or failed incidents of elite
agreements or elite convergence. Nonetheless, the theoretical perspective would be
more convincing if it included systematic considerations as to how specific
preferences and the distribution of resources fit together. This would increase the
chances of providing the predictions necessary for testing the theory. Moreover,
tightening things up in this manner would make it clearer how the elite account
could be integrated with structural explanations.

Turning attention to transition theory, two general problems again present
themselves. On the one hand, the explanatory power tends to be fairly low. No
strong, systematic relationships between the mode of transition and the actual
transition to democracy and consolidation of the same have been identified,
especially if we look beyond the very short term. Along these lines, with reference
to Latin America, Maria Tavares de Almeida has argued that “After twenty years,
it is difficult to sustain that the mode of transition was an important variable to
explain the limits and pitfalls of democracy” (quoted in Karl 2005: 39). Extending
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the perspective to the rest of the world does not significantly improve the support
for transition theory as represented by the hypotheses forwarded by O’Donnell,
Schmitter, and Karl (Viskum 2009). Insofar as the transition forms coincide with
democratic development, this seems to be the result of an overlap between the
mode of transition and the background structural conditions. This can either mean
that the explanation of the transition serves as a tie between the outcome and a
number of background conditions or that we are confronted by an outright spurious
relationship.

To illustrate this point, consider McFaul’s (2002) attempt at explaining the
regime development in the Eastern Bloc following the collapse of communism.
His explanation is one of the few examples of a transition theory with considerable
explanatory power. McFaul begins by rejecting the transition theories referred to
above, which had been developed against the background of developments in
Southern Europe and Latin America. His main objection is that the best democratic
performance among the post-communist countries is represented by those that
went 180 degrees against the recommendations made by O’Donnell and Schmitter
about not setting economic reforms on the agenda, ensuring equal distribution of
goods between incumbents and opposition, and keeping the masses calm. In Karl
and Schmitter’s terminology, reform and revolution have, according to McFaul,
proven superior to imposition and pact strategies in the post-communist setting,
which is completely at odds with the predictions made by transitology.3

On this basis, McFaul (2002) fleshes out an alternative theory. He proposes that
it was the ideology of the challengers and the balance of power in relation to the
communist authorities that determined the subsequent outcome (see also Easter
1997). In the cases where the balance of power tipped towards the democratic
opposition, the outcome was – using our conceptualization (see Chapter 3) –
polyarchy or liberal democracy, as in Czechoslovakia and Poland. Where the
incumbent elites were strongest, a new autocracy was installed, as in Turkmenistan
and Uzbekistan. Finally, the outcome was a form of minimalist democracy or
sustained and often violent conflict in countries where there was a relatively equal
balance of power, as in Albania and Ukraine. Scrutinizing McFaul’s empirical
ordering of the countries on the basis of their respective modes of transition, it
becomes clear that his actor-centered division reflects the expectations that could
be deduced from a focus on the countries’ prior structural conditions in the form
of resource allocation, mobilization capacity, and the predominant values at the
time of the transition. As Herbert Kitschelt (2003; Kitschelt et al. 1999: 29–31)
has pointed out, however, these conditions were largely the result of the histories
of the respective countries that had found expression in different forms of pre-
communist political and economic organization, which were then largely repro-
duced during the communist era. More particularly, on the eve of the collapse of
communism, the balance of power appears to stand in a cause-and-effect relation-
ship with the background structural factors (see also Chapter 11).

This does not mean that McFaul’s categorization of cases and the connection
between the balance of power and regime outcome do not hold water. But the
qualification raises questions regarding his claim that historical patterns and former
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regime types do not display much co-variation with the post-communist regime
development (McFaul 2002: 239). With very few exceptions, a clear and rather
meaningful connection between the historical legacy on the one side and the transi-
tion form and development of democracy on the other can be identified (Bideleux
& Jeffries 1998; Janos 2000; Darden & Grzymala-Busse 2006). Moreover, as we
elaborate in the next section, the former regime type has also been linked sys-
tematically to both autocratic stability and the chances of democratization.

Former regime type and the prospects for pacts and democracy

Linz and Stepan (1978) were not only among the first to criticize the structuralist
bias in democratization studies and to direct attention to the critical choices of key
actors; they were also among the first to systematically modify the transitological
perspective (Linz & Stepan 1996). Drawing on their distinctions between totali-
tarian, post-totalitarian, sultanistic, and authoritarian regimes (outlined in Chapter
3), they argue that the mode of transition to a large extent depends on the kind of
autocratic regime that is to be replaced.

Table 9.2 shows that in times of transition, the prospect for pacts is highest if 
the autocratic regime is authoritarian or post-totalitarian, whereas they are very
difficult – indeed, next to impossible – in the case of totalitarian and sultanistic
regimes. What is more, the chances that democratic consolidation will be achieved
follow the same hierarchy, meaning that this is easier with an authoritarian and
post-totalitarian past than with a totalitarian or sultanistic legacy.

Turning the research agenda upside-down, Barbara Geddes (1999) focuses on a
necessary but not sufficient phase before a democratic transition; that is, autocratic
breakdown. Based on game theoretic elaborations of elite interests, she constructs
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Table 9.2 Former regime type and the possibilities for pacts

Authoritarian Totalitarian Post-totalitarian Sultanistic
regime regime regime regime

As civil society can As there is no space As there is often a As civil liberties and 
be relatively for an independent collective the rule of law are 
developed and some civil society or an leadership and lacking and 
moderate opposition organized political room for a moderate personalistic 
can exist, pacts opposition or wing as well as penetration
between moderates moderates among incipient opposition characterizes the 
from the ruling elite the ruling elite, and civil society whole polity, pacts 
and the opposition pacts are not groupings, pacts are virtually not 
are possible. possible. are possible if the possible.

incumbents believe 
that elections are 
necessary and that 
they have a chance 
to win.

Source: Based on Linz & Stepan (1996: 57).



a number of propositions on the resilience of different forms of autocracy. In line
with her expectations, Geddes (1999: 37) finds that single-party regimes tend to
have the longest average time span (about 23 years), whereas personalistic regimes
tend to have a shorter duration (about 15 years), while military regimes break
down after only nine years on average. Using the distinctions provided by Geddes,
Jason Brownlee (2009) has moved beyond the study of autocratic stability by
examining if there is any systematic relationship between former regime type 
and perspectives for democratization once an autocratic breakdown has happened.
He finds no indications that the frequency of breakdown is significantly differ-
ent between the various forms of autocracy but shows that the prospects of subse-
quent transitions to democracy are indeed impacted by regime type (Brownlee
2009: 516).

However, Axel Hadenius and Jan Teorell (2007) reach a different conclusion,
when they use their own distinctions between autocratic regime forms (see Chapter
3). They argue that autocratic regimes differ not only in their endurance but also
in their propensity to democratize. Their main finding is that multi-party autoc-
racies – besides being the most unstable regime type – are most likely to experi-
ence democratic transitions. Hadenius and Teorell (2007: 154) take this as a
“hopeful sign for the future of democracy” since multi-party autocracies have
become the most widespread type of undemocratic rule (but see Brownlee 2009:
520). In this way, they write into the debate on the impact of holding elections
under autocratic rule. While some scholars argue that (insufficiently competitive)
elections tend to impede democratization (e.g., Gandhi 2008; Schedler 2010),
others claim that elections under these circumstances generally facilitate democ-
ratization (e.g., Lindberg 2006; Howard & Roessler 2006). The former group often
points to the direct and indirect legitimizing role of elections, the latter to the
opportunities for the opposition to organize and campaign (cf. Lindberg 2009). In
an attempt to test the effect of elections under the circumstance of autocracy,
Brownlee (2009: 531) reaches the following conclusion:

Elections have not provided oppositionists an independent mechanism for
ousting incumbents, but where the opposition is able to perform strongly,
competitive elections augur well for chances the successor regime will meet
the minimum standard for democratic governance.

This result sounds rather convincing. Indeed, it is hardly surprising that elections
per se have no significant effect on the chances of democratic transitions nor that
the likelihood is significantly higher if the opposition has a stronghold. Moreover,
the blurred borderline between such regimes and minimalist democracies in
Brownlee’s study (and that of Hadenius and Teorell) means that the second finding
may be partially tautological.
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In retrospect

A number of prominent scholars have argued that the structural factors that used
to heavily condition the advent of electoral competition have done so increasingly
less over recent decades, at least since the end of the Cold War (Levitsky & Way
2010: 19; Schmitter 2010). In a recent retrospect, Schmitter (2010: 18) sums this
view up nicely when observing that during the past 25 years, “Democratization
has proven far easier to accomplish in the contemporary historical context than I
had at first thought it would be.” If true, this observation would lend support to
the basic postulates of transitology. However, there is a catch. Schmitter is keen to
add that the ease of democratization seems to owe to the fact that it has been much
less consequential than under prior waves of democratization. It has, so to speak,
merely created small ripples outside of the political arena as regards social and
economic consequences. The old elites have not had to fear increased redistri-
bution. In large parts of Latin America, for example, they have not even had to
respect the civil liberties of ordinary people. The only expense has been that one
group has had to yield to the other in connection with regular elections. Democracy
has therefore been accepted in the very circles that formerly (especially in Latin
America) often undermined it via coups. O’Donnell (2010a, 2010b) broadly
concurs with this observation (see also Munck & Snyder 2007: 294–295, 326).
Przeworski (2009), too, has emphasized that the new democratizations may well
have led to political equality but not to economic redistribution.

It may seem slightly paradoxical that O’Donnell, Schmitter, and Przeworski are
behind this charge against the recent democratizations. As described above, an
important premise for the transition theories they were involved in creating was
that democratization can only genuinely succeed if a pact ensures that the
economic privileges of the upper class are not endangered as a result of their
having to renounce their political privileges. In that sense, it is tempting to
conclude that the development in particularly Latin America – but also in other
regions affected by the third wave (e.g., Nodia 1996: 22) – has merely confirmed
their analytical points about the potential of pacted transitions. But it was probably
their hope that such backroom deals, which had been necessary in the short term,
would eventually pave the way for redistribution and that democracy in general
would prove to present the solution to more than merely ‘the problem of tyranny’
(Huntington 1991: 263). For example, Schmitter (2010: 22)4 and O’Donnell
(2010a: 31) emphasize how the derived effects of the new status quo have led to
disenchantment among citizens. O’Donnell (2010b), in particular, argues that
democracy is in a state of crisis in the sense that even convinced democrats are
disappointed about its effects. This disappointment is amplified in many new
democracies by widespread political corruption and misgovernment.

We return to some of these issues in Chapter 13. What is important here is that
these thoughts make for coupling transitology to our distinction between thinner
and thicker types of democracy. What Schmitter (2010) and O’Donnell (2010b)
are basically observing is that democratization has only been relatively uncon-
strained by structural conditions – indeed, more unconstrained than they had
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imagined back in the 1980s – if we maintain a thin definition of the concept.
Tellingly, much of O’Donnell’s (1993, 2001, 2007, 2010a) work over the past two
decades has revolved around the observation that the more demanding attributes of
democracy, such as civil liberties and the rule of law, have not been piggybacking
on the introduction of electoral competition.

Conclusion

In the aftermath of the third wave’s initial erosion of autocracies in Southern
Europe and Latin America, transition theory was welcomed by academics and
practitioners alike; not only because the perspective offered a stimulating, novel
take on regime change but also because it supported the growing optimism on
behalf of democracy in structurally unpropitious countries.

All told, the assumption that the transition period is a process in which the
background structures are next to unimportant is problematic. A diagnostic
example is the flagrant inconsistency in a book by one of the most persistent
proponents of transitology, Giuseppe di Palma, with the catchy title To Craft
Democracies. After having lambasted structuralist explanations and appraised
transition theory in the theoretical part of his book, the empirical examination
makes di Palma (1990: 156) concede that “Even when we favored explanations
that focus on the transition and its strategies, these in turn have begged for their
own explanations – often of a deeper historical and structural nature.” Kitschelt
(1993) makes a similar observation with regard to some of Przeworski’s influential
work within the genre. Stephan Haggard and Robert Kaufman (1997) are, simi-
larly, able to argue convincingly that the power position and basic values of the
agents to a great extent depend upon the long-term socio-economic development.

What is more, the definition of democracy has important bearings on the validity
of the transition paradigm. It seems fair to conclude that agents’ choices have so
far not seemed to pave the way for the development of inclusive citizenship rights
and the rule of law. It is electoral competition that has made inroads in the most
unexpected of places. Only in this sense has democratization proved easier than
anyone had anticipated back in the 1980s. This means that it is only what we term
minimalist and possible electoral democracy – not polyarchy and liberal democ-
racy – that has made inroads where the structural conditions are inauspicious.
More generally, these debates strongly indicate that it is necessary to integrate
agency-oriented and structure-oriented accounts precisely due to their considerably
overlapping explanatory power. This question is fundamentally about whether we
ought to perceive various explanations as supplements or alternatives to one
another. We return to this coupling of multiple explanations in Chapter 11. But
first we address an explanatory dimension often neglected by transitology and
other approaches, namely the impact of international factors.
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10 International factors

It is normal to conjure up an image of democracy waxing and waning along with
shifts in the Zeitgeist, that is, the spirit of the age. Consider the democratic
explosion that took place in the wake of the victories of the democratic countries
after the two World Wars and the end of the Cold War, or the numerous demo-
cratic collapses in the interwar period, influenced by the attraction of communism,
fascism, and nazism. Indeed, we can go all the way back to the great liberal
revolutions in 1830 and 1848 to 1849, when the spirit of revolution could be felt
throughout Europe and parts of Latin America (Weyland 2009, 2010). In addition,
democracy has sometimes been established as the result of actual occupations, as
in Japan and West Germany after 1945. Against this background, it may sound
paradoxical that the transition theories that dominated the democratization
literature in the 1980s and early 1990s showed little interest in the impact of
international factors (Levitsky & Way 2010: 37–38). The message was that transi-
tions emerge from within, regardless of whether we are dealing with transitions
to or from democracy. Juan Linz (1978) accordingly argued that democratic
collapse had domestic causes, and Guillermo O’Donnell and Philippe Schmitter
(1986: 19) insisted on maintaining a domestic focus when analyzing transitions to
democracy. To quote their uncompromising claim:

we assert that there is no transition whose beginning is not the consequence –
direct or indirect – of important divisions within the authoritarian regime
itself, principally along the fluctuating cleavage between hardliners and
softliners.1

As we noted in the previous chapter, O’Donnell and Schmitter’s focus on the
internal dimension was based on experiences from the regime changes in Southern
Europe and Latin America in the first phase of the third wave of democratization
in the 1970s and 1980s. In other words, their trenchant domestic emphasis was
based on events in a particular place and time, not analytical postulates about the
necessary logic of transitions across space and time. When the wave flooded
Central and Eastern Europe in late 1989, the limitations of the domestic focus
became readily apparent. The transitions in the former communist countries were
not triggered by internal conflicts between hard-liners and soft-liners (although the



outcomes of the transitions were oftentimes affected by such cleavages). Instead,
they occurred the moment it became clear that Moscow was no longer protecting
the single-party communist regimes in the satellite states (Przeworski 1991: 5).
The international dimension also played a decisive role in the events that followed.
For example, the possibility of gaining EU membership stabilized the democracies
in Central and Eastern Europe, while the post-Cold War international environment
– characterized by a ‘Western liberal hegemony’ (Levitsky & Way 2002) – paved
the way for new political openings elsewhere, particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa
(Bratton & van de Walle 1997).

It is in these empirical developments that we find the seeds of one of the great
theoretical shifts of the 1990s, namely the increasing emphasis on international
influences. Compared with the analyses of the 1950s, 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s,
the exploratory thrust in international factors only came to the forefront after these
changes2 – but since then the impact of international factors has become broadly
accepted. Most telling, perhaps, is the fact that Schmitter has made clear that the
domestic emphasis he arrived at together with O’Donnell in 1986 is no longer
valid for students of democratization:

I do not think O’Donnell and I were mistaken when we said that the processes
of democratization we were analyzing were fundamentally driven by domes-
tic, not international, forces. The situation is different now. Today, when a
country democratizes, it gets invaded, not just by NGOs, but also by the
European Union, The United States Agency for International Development
(US AID), and all these different democracy promotion programs. They
commit substantial resources, and they meddle in the internal politics of
democratizing countries in ways that were unthinkable in the late 1970s and
early 1980s, when we were studying the Southern European and Latin
American cases. So now I am working on the international dimension of
democratization.

(Munck & Snyder 2007: 329–330)

The interplay between internal and external factors

The fact that Schmitter now focuses on the internal dimension does not mean that
he has thrown out the transitology baby with the domestic emphasis bathwater.
Instead, the point is that it has become commonplace to combine different per-
spectives on democratization in one and the same explanatory model to overcome
a general problem addressed by Robert Putnam (1988: 427) in his work Diplomacy
and Domestic Politics: The Logic of Two-Level Games: “Domestic politics and
international relations are often somewhat entangled, but our theories have not yet
sorted out the puzzling tangle.”3

One of the early attempts to navigate the internal and external dimensions of
democratization was carried out by Juan Linz and Alfred Stepan (1996). We
reserve a discussion of their important book for the subsequent chapter but note
that their explanatory model to a large extent set the stage for the work taking place
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throughout the 1990s in that it presented a forceful argument for treating the
internal and external dimensions alongside of each other. While international
factors are still oftentimes treated separately, the underlying premise of the present
debates would appear to be that they are to be considered together with domestic
factors in the form of the actors’ interests and the structural constraints. For
example, Georg Sørensen (2008: 98) argues that successful democracy promotion
from the outside depends on three domestic conditions:

1 political leaders who are committed to democratization
2 an autonomous, merit-based (i.e., Weberian) bureaucracy
3 a vigorous civil society capable of holding the rulers to account.

Similarly, Christian Welzel (2009: 88) asserts that while domestic elites might
well react to external pressure by carrying out certain democratic reforms, this
does not necessarily lead them to respect all aspects of liberal democracy. It is
only when there is also pressure from below (i.e., from societal groups) that one
can seriously expect effective democratization. Hence, external factors rarely stand
alone in analyses; most often they are understood to interact with domestic
conditions. With this premise in mind, we now present an overview of the most
influential international explanations.

Two early attempts to systematize the international influences

One of the first scholars to propose systematic distinctions amenable to empirical
analysis was Laurence Whitehead. Whitehead (1996: 3) acknowledges that inter-
nal factors often play a decisive role in democratizations. But, he adds, the inter-
national context must be included in the equation, whether we are to understand
democratic breakthroughs or democratic breakdowns. Against this background,
he distinguishes between three categories of international factors:

1 Contagion. This factor refers to how countries tend to carry out regime
changes in ‘neighboring clusters’. In the course of the third wave of democ-
ratization, we have seen this first in Southern Europe, subsequently in Latin
America, then in Central and Eastern Europe, and finally in Sub-Saharan
Africa. The most significant mechanism is the transfer of information about
the development in the (neighboring) countries with which the population
(and often also the elites) identifies.

2 Control. The point here is that external forces can realize ends-oriented regime
change by relying on good old-fashioned power politics. This has been seen
in Germany and Japan after World War II, in a more moderate version in the
course of the de-colonization of the British colonies, and, most recently, in
Afghanistan and Iraq.

3 Consent. When consent is operating, there is a mutually accepted interplay
between the internal and external actors, which can help contribute to
democratization.
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Geoffrey Pridham (1997: 10–11) addresses the issue from a slightly different
angle. In order to deal with the complexity of the impact of the international
context, he encourages researchers to distinguish between three categories of
external influences:

1 External background factors in the form of patterns in the foreign policy of a
given country during the prior autocratic regime, pressure to reform, the
geostrategic situation, international political economics, special international
events, and the fundamental design and development tendencies of the
international system.

2 External actors in the form of worldwide or regional organizations such as
the EU, NATO, IMF, World Bank, and OSCE, foreign governments (great
powers or neighbors) as well as NGOs such as parties and civil society groups.

3 External impacts in the form of direct intervention – such as invasion or
occupation – or political, diplomatic, economic, commercial, moral, and
cultural impacts. Moreover, one can distinguish between direct and indirect
impacts and whether they are based on coercion or persuasion.

Linkage and leverage

As pioneers of the international approach, Whitehead and Pridham have obviously
had a significant influence on the literature, but it would be incorrect to claim that
consensus has developed regarding the merits of their distinctions. Conversely,
Steven Levitsky and Lucan Way’s (2005, 2006, 2010) relatively new perspective
has found broad support. The premise for their explanation is the existence of
Western liberal hegemony since the collapse of communism. This hegemony
entails that the structure of the international system serves to promote democracy.
But this does not mean that the consequence will, as it were, be effective democ-
ratization. Here, it is necessary to distinguish between ‘leverage’ and ‘linkage’.

Leverage refers to the strength of the democratic countries in relation to the
‘receiving countries’; that is, the direct impact of external powers using carrot and
stick, respectively, based on the existing, asymmetrical power relations. The
influence of the USA in Latin America, which in recent decades has mostly been
democracy facilitating but earlier was sometimes democracy impeding, offers a
good example (Livingstone 2009). It is also worth mentioning the position of the
Western donor countries in relation to recipients of development aid, particularly
in Sub-Saharan Africa (Sørensen 1993; Stokke 1995; Wright & Winters 2010).
Here we hear an echo of Whitehead’s control, as the promotion of democracy is
included alongside other priorities such as security, stability, and the supply of oil.

However, according to Levitsky and Way (2006), linkage is far more important.
They use this term to refer to the degree of contact to – or even the interweaving
with – Western democracies. The ties can be economic (e.g., trade and invest-
ments), social (e.g., media, tourism, and education), and political (e.g., treaties), in
some circumstances supported by membership of certain international/regional
organizations. Linkage is usually rooted in geographical proximity as well as a
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cultural and/or historical community or fellow feeling. For instance, Latin America
has great linkage with the USA, while the African countries do not. Yet the most
obvious, recent example of dense linkages is found in another region. We are here
referring to the relationship between Western European countries and the East-
Central and Eastern European countries. Due to the EU accession process, which
kicked off in the second half of the 1990s and led to the enlargements in 2004 and
2007, the EU’s leverage over East-Central Europe has been at least as pronounced
as US leverage in Central America.

We take up the issue of the external influence of the EU below. The example is
merely intended to capture the logic behind Levitsky and Way’s model. Their
general message is that leverage unto itself is not particularly valuable, as the
external pressure must combine with internal support in order to be effective. Only
where powerful foreign policy is combined with linkage – that is, integration with
the receiving state – will it lead to effective democratization. Phrased in terms of
raw power politics, leverage is merely potential power, as an external actor
(including a great power) can only have an impact on a country if the country in
question finds that failing to live up to the pressure comes at a cost. These costs
become a reality if there are important connections (linkages) between the two
countries. The leverage available to the external actors is proportionate to the
strength of these linkages.

Combining leverage and linkage in this way is both elegant and intuitively
relevant, and Levitsky and Way have undoubtedly struck upon a central distinc-
tion. Their work has so far culminated in a book that uses these concepts to explain
the flourishing of what they term ‘competitive authoritarianism’; that is, hybrid
regimes in which formal democratic institutions are undermined by authoritarian
practices. Levitsky and Way (2010: 20–23) here offer a structural perspective in
which leverage, linkage, and the organizational power of authoritarian incumbents
are used to explain the trajectories of 35 instances of this regime form in the period
1990 to 2008. The argument is as follows. First, where extensive linkages exist,
competitive authoritarian regimes democratize, even in the absence of favorable
domestic conditions. Second, where linkage is low, the outcome depends upon the
organizational power of the incumbent and, though to a lesser extent, on leverage.
If organizational power is high, authoritarianism stabilizes. If, on the contrary,
organizational power is low, leverage becomes important. In this case, low lever-
age means that even poorly institutionalized regimes often survive as authoritarian
(Levitsky & Way 2010: 23–24).

In this way, Levitsky and Way (2010) are able to rather resiliently explain which
of three paths competitive authoritarian regimes have traversed between 1990 and
2008: towards democracy, stable authoritarianism, or unstable authoritarianism.4

Their model may be said to accentuate a point we made above, namely that the
literature is increasingly prone to combine internal and external dimensions of
democratization. What is more, it sheds light on some of the many cases where
Western initiatives have petered out, as in Central Asia, South Asia, the Middle
East, and Africa. Finally, Levitsky and Way’s model has some important impli-
cations for the dynamics of democratization, which we return to below.
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But one important point of criticism deserves to be mentioned. Particularly
when fleshing out the theory, Levitsky and Way (2005, 2006) seemed to harbor a
view of linkage and leverage as factors which (if at all effective) by definition exert
a positive impact on democratization. As Jakob Tolstrup (2009, forthcoming) has
argued, this is problematic. For instance, an international player such as Russia
has an obvious hamstrung effect on its ‘near abroad’ with regard to democrat-
ization. More generally, the democracy-constraining influence of a wider number
of regional great powers, including China, has been recently acknowledged
(Puddington 2008). Levitsky and Way’s initial neglect of this seems to owe to the
fact that their premise of Western liberal hegemony clouded these points. Yet in
their book from 2010, they have made an important concession as they operate
with the democracy-inhibiting force of so-called ‘black knights’. This goes to show
that the ‘negative influence’ is no longer ignored in the literature.

Overview

Against this background, let us attempt to tie the strands together. Almost two
decades after Huntington’s contribution, we are faced with a body of literature that
contains four different forms of external impacts (cf. Diamond 2008: ch. 5):

1 Diffusion and demonstration effects, including the snowball effect (Huntington
1991; Brinks & Coppedge 2006; Gleditsch & Ward 2006).

2 Sanctions and conditionality, including from international organizations in
general and the USA and the EU in particular (Pridham 2000; Vachudova
2005; Levitsky & Way 2005; Pevehouse 2005).

3 Direct intervention or occupation, including military campaigns and phenom-
ena such as the collapse of the Eastern Bloc and decolonization (Huntington
1991; Whitehead 1996).

4 Support for key domestic actors, including support to local parties, civil
society groups, and independent media as well as assistance in carrying out
and observing elections (Burnell 2000; Carothers 2004; Kelley 2009).

The literature also includes a current emphasizing ‘social learning’. The point here
is that via diplomacy and exchange – linkages in general – the external agents can
convince the local elites to move in a democratic direction. This current is related
to several of the aforementioned forms of influence and is therefore difficult to
situate as an independent point.

What, then, are the general conclusions in the literature? It is important to tread
carefully, but a couple of general observations seem warranted. There have been
few direct interventions, and in the post-Cold War period they have often resulted
in the opposite of what was intended (Merkel 2008); just compare the examples of
West Germany and Japan after World War II with recent events in Iraq and
Afghanistan. Conversely, there is reasonable agreement that diffusion has played
a decisive role in the third wave of democratization. Daniel Brinks and Michael
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Coppedge (2006) found the following trends in a large-scale statistical analysis of
the years 1972 to 1996:

• Adjustments in the direction of the global average level of democracy.
• Adjustments in the direction of the regional average level of democracy in

most parts of the world.
• Adjustments in the direction of the average level of democracy of the neigh-

boring countries.
• That a positive impact on the level of democracy is associated with being

placed in the US sphere of influence.

Finally, the EU appears to be the only international institution that has had genuine
success promoting democracy via conditionality. This is elaborated below but first
we need to touch upon another point. As we have already mentioned, the literature
is peppered with critical voices when it comes to less obligating measures aimed
at promoting democracy, as in connection with development aid.

A glance at the skeptics

Consensus exists to the effect that recent decades have been characterized by a
general diffusion of democratic norms. In addition, there is widespread agreement
about the unique influence of the EU in East-Central and Eastern Europe (more
on this below). However, many researchers have been skeptical when it comes to
the impact of the softer forms of conditionality and the promotion of democracy.
One of the earliest – and most persistent – critics of international democracy
promotion has been Thomas Carothers (1991, 1999, 2002). Carothers (1991: 218)
advanced the following argument shortly after the fall of the Berlin Wall:

Problems in Latin America [and other developing countries] such as political
violence, the weak rule of law, and the absence of real democratic norms are
problems that go to the core of the societies. They represent deep-seated eco-
nomic and social structures, long-standing political habits, and fundamental
cultural patterns. The notion that some modest amount of training seminars,
exchange programs, and technical assistance can solve these problems has no
logical foundation.

Carothers’ criticism must be understood as an internal criticism within the
democracy promotion establishment. He is thus working within the field himself,
and his general message would appear to be that the promotion of democracy can
actually have important consequences. Nevertheless, these consequences depend
on the internal structural conditions. Hence, there are limits on the potential to re-
create societies from the outside, and Carothers’ warnings serve to shore up against
naïve optimism that can lead to setbacks for politicians and transnational civil
society organizations working to promote democracy. Others have gone one step
further. Jean Grugel (2002: 135) argues that the extent of the resources used and
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the number of programs and missions carried out do not appear to have any direct
connection to whether or not democratizations have proven successful. This is
basically because effective democratization requires internal support from the
political elites, the existence of a vibrant civil society, and a relatively efficient
state apparatus. Measures aimed at supporting democracy are often provided on
the assumption “that democratization is a matter of relatively straightforward
institutional reform, rather than a complex process of transformation requiring
socio-economic change, cultural shifts and a redistribution of power” (Grugel
2002: 136).

The most important point of the skeptics is that none of these things can be
grafted onto a country from the outside. Foreign aid only helps democracy to strike
root if there is a strong, local foundation upon which to build democracy. Further
along these lines, Grugel (2002) argues that, in practice, the promotion of democ-
racy often conceals the exercise of power politics in which Western countries
‘teach’ developing countries – often against their will – how they must organize
their internal political affairs. Against that background, it should come as no
surprise that the results have often been limited (2002: 136). These disheartening
conclusions have gradually made inroads in the literature, to some extent piggy-
backing on the general consensus about the need to tie internal and external
dimensions together. In the following section, we investigate parts of this criticism
more closely. This endeavor simultaneously enables us to wrestle with one of the
modern classics in the social sciences.

Marshall revisited

In a lecture entitled Citizenship and Social Class, T.H. Marshall (1996 [1949])
argued that citizenship rights in Great Britain had been introduced in the form of a
three-stage rocket: first, civil liberties (in the 18th century), second, political rights
(in the 19th century), and finally social rights (in the 20th century). Since then, a
number of researchers have expanded the empirical scope of Marshall’s sequence.
Seen from the higher ground, it seems fair to say that – with some partial exceptions
such as Imperial Germany where at least rudimentary social rights preceded
political rights – it characterizes the itinerary of the Western world towards liberal
democracy and the modern welfare state (see Bendix 1964; Habermas 1996;
O’Donnell 1998, 2001). However, as O’Donnell (2001: 54) and others note, the
situation in most contemporary developing countries is strikingly different, as
“Political citizenship may be implanted in the midst of very little, or highly skewed,
civil citizenship, to say nothing of social welfare rights.” In other words, the
historical sequence of citizenship rights seems to have changed (see also Diamond
1999; Zakaria 2003; Sørensen 2008). In today’s developing countries, political
rights (free, inclusive elections) thus precede civil rights (rule of law, freedom of
speech, the right to assembly, and private property). As in the Western historical
sequence, social rights (the welfare state) still come at the end of the chain – if at all.

This is where the discussion directly relates to the debate about international
influences that we have just touched upon. From the literature, we can derive two
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related reasons why Marshall’s ‘Western’ sequence is likely to differ from that of
the contemporary developing countries. The first, which practically has the status
of a general premise, relates to that which we have earlier referred to as liberal
hegemony (Levitsky & Way 2002). The Zeitgeist and the foreign policy pursued
by the Western democracies and the general agenda of the international
organizations contribute to sustained pressure to democratize. With the exception
of great powers such as China and Russia and a number of oil-rich countries, there
are very few countries outside of the West that are immune to this pressure
(Levitsky & Way 2010: 18). The problem, however, is that the internal structural
conditions in most developing countries are not favorable to democratization. As
already mentioned, most of the developing countries are characterized by low
levels of modernization, weak civil societies, incompetent and corrupt state
apparatuses, and cultural norms promoting patron–client structures. In this
situation, it is difficult to carry out genuine democratization (Grzymala-Busse &
Luong 2002: 536; Møller & Skaaning 2011).

The combination of external pressure and internal limitations has had salient
consequences. The literature teems with examples of how the political elites 
in developing countries play along with the democratic agenda without serious,
in-depth democratization taking place (e.g., Nodia 1996: 22; Oxhorn 2003;
O’Donnell 2007, 2010a, 2010b; Diamond 2008; Levitsky & Way 2010: 19).
Political elites introduce political rights, which are more or less sanctioned, but
they are unable and/or unwilling to ensure a broad range of civil rights; and this 
is even more the case with social rights. In other words, the elites only provide
superficial, half-hearted support to the democratic agenda, which therefore is not
realized fully. Based on these theoretical writings, we can deduce the following
hypotheses. Though the external pressure often leads to minimalist democracy,
and at times even to electoral democracy, more demanding regimes in the form of
polyarchy and liberal democracy can only become a reality if the domestic
conditions are favorable. The same is the case for the social rights associated with
the welfare state.

In prior work, we have attempted to carry out a systematical empirical appraisal
of these postulates (Møller & Skaaning 2011: ch. 5). Our analyses show that the
historical sequence – described by Marshall – has changed, so that the developing
countries are faring at least as well (and often better) in terms of electoral rights
than civil rights, which in turn are enforced at least to the same extent as (and often
more than) social rights.5 This finding immediately raises the question as to when
the sequence changed. The general message in the literature seems to be that
Western liberal hegemony made its entry in the wake of the breakdown of com-
munism. Until 1989, two opposed international forces had to be considered: one
pressuring for market economy and democracy (from the West) and one for
planned economy and one-party autocracies (from the Eastern Bloc). What is
more, this very competition meant that the emphasis on democratization was
something of a luxury that could not necessarily be prioritized (over security and
economic interests) from the Western side. Instead, foreign policy was often led by
the maxim: better our dictator than theirs (Moscow’s).6
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The superpower rivalry between the Soviet Union and the USA clearly limited
the agenda of regime change and diversity around the world (McFaul 2010). In
Latin America, the USA intervened directly or indirectly if crucial economic
interests were thought to be at stake and/or if a (potential) government was
considered to be too left-leaning and maybe a challenge to alliance relationships.
Financial, military, and moral support was frequently offered to autocratic regimes,
as exemplified by the interventions in Guatemala in 1954 and the Dominican
Republic in 1965, and the support of military coups in El Salvador in 1960 and in
Chile and Uruguay 13 years later (Grandin 2004). Under certain conditions,
though, the USA did support liberalization attempts, and after the Cold War, US
foreign policy shifted in the direction of more emphasis upon the promotion of
liberal-democratic practices (Carothers 1999; von Hippel 2000). Nonetheless,
trade-offs with other interests have continued to play a significant role, as demon-
strated by the US support of autocratic regimes in the Middle East in the 1990s
and 2000s (Callaway & Matthews 2008).

However, in the Soviet sphere of influence, limits on democratic development
were even more rigid as any type of transition was prevented. Some of the most
obvious manifestations of this mantra were the crackdowns of popular uprisings in
East Germany (1953), Hungary (1956), Czechoslovakia (1968), and Poland (1956,
1970, 1976, and 1981). Thus, it is not surprising that the 1989 breaking point
initiated new patterns of regime change (McFaul 2002; Doorenspleet 2005;
Levitsky & Way 2010). Levitsky and Way (2010: 18) describe the effect of this
new structure of the international system in the following way:

These changes in the international environment raised the external cost of
authoritarianism and created incentives for elites in developing and post-
communist countries to adopt the formal architecture of Western-style democ-
racy, which – at a minimum – entailed multiparty elections.

In Levitsky and Way’s (2010: 34) opinion, this implies that the prospects of
generalizing across the Cold War period and the post-Cold War period are limited.
Even if we should not take the argument this far, one would hypothesize that
Marshall’s historical sequence changed after the fall of the Berlin Wall, at which
time political rights unmistakably came high on the international agenda. Our
analysis only to some extent supports this, however (see Møller & Skaaning 2011:
ch. 5). The sequences really began changing a decade prior to 1989. Yet we do
find some evidence that this trend was further boosted by the end of the Cold War
(Møller & Skaaning 2011: 80). That said, the conclusion must be that the efforts
to pursue the sequence back in time raise questions regarding the specific
expectations that may be derived from the literature, most notably the timing of
the onset of the dynamic factor of liberal hegemony. However, none of this
changes the fact that, in the latest generation, Marshall’s sequence has been
replaced by one based on the primacy of political rights.
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The EU: in a league of its own?

If we take another look at the 2011 distribution between different types of
democracy (as reported in Chapter 3), one specific detail catches the eye. A
number of post-communist countries in East-Central Europe obtain the status of
either liberal democracy (Czech Republic, Estonia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia,
Slovenia) or polyarchy (Bulgaria, Croatia, Hungary, Latvia, Romania). This is
conspicuous considering that so few recently democratized states can boast such
a status. This striking geographical distribution points back to the argument that 
the most effective – indeed, perhaps the only genuinely effective – international
influence is to be found in the EU accession process, which culminated in the two
‘eastern enlargements’ in 2004 and 2007 (Schimmelfennig & Sedelmeier 2005;
Vachudova 2005). As opposed to the Western influence in Sub-Saharan Africa
and the strong position of the USA in Central America, the conditionality of the
EU would appear to have led ten formerly communist countries genuinely in the
direction of liberal democracy.

Otherwise they would not have been able to have been admitted to the EU. For
at the meeting of the European Council in Copenhagen in June 1993, it was
stipulated that those aspiring to the EU had to be democracies in order to be
allowed to begin negotiations for membership. This political criterion7 was not
subject to negotiation, so there was no mistaking the incentive for the candidate
countries. For the same reason, many politicians, journalists, and scholars credit
the EU for the political and economic merits of the East-Central and Eastern
European countries. The situation is not that simple, however. As Milada
Vachudova (2005: 25–62) has shown, up to seven8 of the ten countries – Estonia,
Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovenia, Czech Republic, and Hungary – were full-
fledged democracies before the EU accession negotiations had started in the mid-
1990s, indeed, before the Copenhagen Criteria were formulated. Vachudova calls
these countries ‘liberal’ and compares them to three ‘illiberal’ East-Central
European countries of this period, namely Bulgaria, Slovakia, and Romania.

Vachudova uses this comparison to flesh out two forms of EU leverage: passive
and active. Passive leverage is the result of the general attractiveness of the EU.
Active leverage results from the negotiation process itself, where Brussels has been
able to demand very specific economic and political reforms. Until the mid-1990s,
the EU only had its passive leverage to fall back on. Against this background,
Vachudova (2005) shows that the political and economic diversity of the early
1990s was very much home grown, as the influence of the EU was only passive
during this period. Moreover, she demonstrates that the subsequent uniformity
(where all countries went liberal) was due to the active leverage that began with the
accession process.

Why did the active influence of the EU prove to be so effective? According to
Vachudova (2005: 105–138), three things are worth emphasizing: first, the
fundamental asymmetry in the relationship between the applicant countries and
the EU. The East-Central and Eastern European countries were much keener to
join than the club’s members were to open the doors. It would hardly be any great
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loss for the ‘old’ member states if the enlargement came to naught. The EU could
therefore make demands that were entirely unheard of in the light of the traditional
conceptions regarding the sovereignty of the state (cf. Moravscik & Vachudova
2003). Second, and along these lines, the bureaucrats in Brussels were able to
enforce the requirements. Third, the EU apparatus used relatively transparent
assessments. If there was progress, the countries got pluses, regardless of size or
political significance. This merit-based procedure lent a sense of credibility to the
accession requirements.

The EU thus played a rather important role in the political and economic
transformation of the ten East-Central and Eastern European countries (see also
Schimmelfennig & Sedelmeier 2005). Without the accession negotiations, it is
doubtful whether the political elites in Bulgaria, Romania, and Slovakia would
have changed their illiberal ways in the early 1990s. At the same time, it is
conceivable that certain liberal states would have turned their backs on democracy
and the market economy if one political faction suddenly became pre-eminent.
Nonetheless, Vachudova’s (2005) analysis leads us to conclude that even in
Central and Eastern Europe, the internal conditions played a very important role
for the democratizations (and economic reforms). As Herbert Kitschelt et al.
(1999; see also Møller & Skaaning 2009) have shown, most of the eight countries
that became EU members on May 1, 2004 were relatively modernized, had his-
torical experience with the rule of law and democracy, and had close ties to
Western Europe. In our view, it is among these factors that we must find the
explanations for the democratizations in the early 1990s.

In sum, the EU accession process has helped keep the East-Central European
countries on the straight and narrow. Moreover, it has led countries such as
Bulgaria, Slovakia, and Romania onto a more democratic track the first time
around – a tendency that may also be observed among the countries that the EU
has touted as potential members: Macedonia, Serbia, Montenegro, Albania,
Bosnia-Herzegovina, and not least Turkey. In this manner, the accession process
probably distinguishes itself from all other international factors in terms of a
deeper impact. The active leverage of the EU is unique because it has an impact on
the civil, political, and social dimensions at one and the same time. To use our
typology, it has facilitated not only minimalist democracy but genuine movements
towards liberal democracy. But, crucially, the soil of East-Central Europe was also
fertile for this stately plant.

Conclusion

Not many researchers would today claim that political shifts in the direction of
democracy or autocracy solely arise from domestic conditions. To the contrary,
the most recent literature teems with theories about how international factors
impact upon national developments. This chapter has shed light on this literature.
An important theme that has arisen is that one should not overestimate the con-
sequences of the external pressure. First, we have repeatedly emphasized that the
new literature on international influences seeks to understand these consequences
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by combining internal and external dimensions of democratization. Second, on the
basis of a number of recent analyses, we have argued that the international influ-
ences have tended to have asymmetrical consequences. While they may contribute
to spreading minimalist democracy – a development that is strengthened by
diffusion via neighboring countries – liberal democracy is not part of the package
because it must grow strong from within, which depends on the internal structural
limitations.

A final theoretical issue presents itself here. In the above discussion, inter-
national influences have by and large been conceived of as a structural factor
exogenous to the receiving state. Levitsky and Way (2010), for instance, are
unapologetic about this blunt structuralism. The recent literature includes an
attempt to bring the domestic actors back into this debate, for example, by
analyzing what is termed ‘domestic gatekeeper elites’. The main thrust of a recent
contribution is that such elites can, even over relatively short stretches of time,
alter the degree of linkage with external actors such as the EU and Russia (Tolstrup
forthcoming). This addition serves to make Levitsky and Way’s theory more
dynamic and it is an important research agenda because it promises to shed some
light on the often belittled domestic filters of international influences, which –
considering the consensus about the need to combine the external and internal
dimension – can probably only be neglected at our peril.

Returning to the substantial implications, in light of the above it is not partic-
ularly strange that the situation in many of the new democracies is reminiscent of
the southern Italian nobleman and author Giuseppe Tomasi di Lampedusa’s
renowned dictum regarding political change: “If we want things to stay as they
are, things will have to change.” This is the entire point in his novel The Leopard,
which describes the inclusion of Sicily in the new Italian state as part of the Italian
unification in the 1860s. At the time, Sicily was very poorly prepared to incor-
porate the rule of law, elections, and economic modernization. The result, which
endured over the next many decades, was a modernized façade, and Sicily is still
limping after northern and central Italy to this day.

We see virtually the same picture when comparing the established liberal
democracies in the developed countries with the new democracies in the devel-
oping countries. This may possibly prove to be decisive for the survival of
democracy should the Zeitgeist shift again, to the disfavor of democracy. The only
genuine example of external pressure leading to in-depth democratization may be
found in the EU accession negotiations. This exception is rather striking in the
sense that the opportunities for the EU to have an impact on these countries via
voluntarism are unique. What is more, it is important to keep in sight the fact that
the new member states – with Bulgaria and Romania as partial exceptions – have
actually had rather favorable structural conditions for democratization. We address
this issue in the next chapter where we discuss the possibilities for integrating
various types of explanations.
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11 Combining agency 
and structure

In this chapter, we change focus from the clear-cut approaches discussed in
Chapters 7 to 10 and instead diagnose the most prominent attempts to combine
different explanatory perspectives. In this connection we also discuss why, on the
one hand, such integration is so crucial for coherent analyses of democratization
but, on the other hand, why it is also so difficult.

A panoramic view of the development within the literature

The approaches discussed in the chapters on modernization theory and the social
forces tradition conjure up a picture in which structural drivers – such as the level
of modernization or class constellations – are all important for democracy, and in
which the actors hold virtually no independent sway over the events. Recall merely
Gregory Luebbert’s (1991: 306) symptomatic claim that “One of the cardinal
lessons of the story I have told is that leadership and meaningful choice played no
role in the outcomes.” Transitology obviously represents a very different take on
the great game of democratization. Here, it is the actors’ choices during periods of
upheaval that are of the essence – and which can override the effect of structural
conditions.

But the contrast is striking in two other ways as well. First, because any attempt
to face it forces us to confront the fundamental ‘agency-structure problem’; that is,
whether social actions are largely determined by structures or whether actors can
alter this context in a voluntaristic way (Mahoney & Snyder 1999: 4). Second, as
emphasized by Herbert Kitschelt (1992: 1028), because we have here touched
upon a more general dividing line within the democratization literature:

The main theoretical division within this field is drawn between those who
seek more ‘structural’ and ‘configurational’ explanations, on the one side, and
those who focus on the process of change itself – the sequence of events and
the strategic moves of the actors.

By drawing such a clear dividing line, Kitschelt is basically saying that no or at
least insufficient attempts have been made to combine agency and structure into a
coherent explanatory framework.1 The two approaches simply did not speak with



each other, somewhat analogously to the divide separating the quantitative and
qualitative approaches in the social sciences (see Mahoney & Goertz 2006).
Indeed, to some extent these two divides – one theoretical and the other method-
ological – overlap as the structural approaches normally consider a multitude of
cases, whereas the actor-centered approaches tend to focus on a few,2 something
that has obvious consequences for the choice of methods (cf. Lijphart 1971).
Finally, we find an important difference in the temporal focus of the two different
approaches. Whereas structural theories tend to emphasize what Kitschelt (2003)
elsewhere terms ‘deep’ causes, stretching far back in time, actor-centered theories,
revolving around contingent choices, tend to emphasize more proximate causes.

However, quite a lot has changed since Kitschelt made the observation cited
above. After first being dominated by structuralist perspectives and then voluntarist
perspectives, the aim in the democratization literature has increasingly become to
integrate agency and structure (Mahoney 2003a: 136). It is interesting to note that
just as the prior theoretical divide was reflected in the parallel methodological
development, so is the new call for integration. The 2000s have thus witnessed a
strong call for combining quantitative and qualitative methods, an agenda that has
come to be known as ‘mixed methods’ (Lieberman 2005; Munck & Verkuilen
2005; Rohlfing 2009). It is probably no exaggeration to say that the present
consensus holds that a large-n analysis which is bereft of a convincing micro-level
foundation – and preferably a micro-level analysis – cannot establish a causal
relationship (Hedström & Swedberg 1996). For this reason, scholars using statis-
tical analyses are increasingly prone to complement this with more detailed
treatment of illustrative cases.

The general objectives of this chapter are to discuss both some of the particular
attempts to reach integrative explanatory frameworks, the reasons for combining
structures and actors, and the more general possibilities for doing so. The premise
of this discussion is that, as Kitschelt (1992: 1029) emphasizes, agency-based and
structure-based explanations need not be competing, meaning that some such
integration should be possible. In Table 11.1, we have illustrated our understanding
of what an integrative approach implies.

The illustration anticipates the discussion carried out in this chapter. However,
at the outset it is important to make clear that, in spite of the stylized simplicity,
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Table 11.1 Contrasting voluntarist, integrative, and structuralist approaches

Voluntarist Integrative Structuralist
approach approach approach

Explanatory focus Actors/choices Structures/constraints

Temporal focus Proximate causes Deep causes

Methodological focus Micro-level exposure of Macro-level matching 
events and processes of conditions and 
within cases outcomes across cases

Source: Inspired by Mahoney & Snyder (1999: 7).



such integration is staggeringly difficult. Kitschelt’s own attempt to do so offers an
illustrative example of this. In a number of works, Kitschelt (1993, 2003; Kitschelt
et al. 1999) has forcefully recommended that any agency-based explanation must
be nested in a more general structural account which constrains the choice set from
which actors select, meaning that both structural constraints and micro-level causal
mechanisms are appreciated. Indeed, this may be seen as an attempt to formulate
a macro–micro–macro causal chain (Munck 2001: 140; cf. Hedström & Swedberg
1996). Yet, in his actual application of this template, Kitschelt arguably slights the
role of actors because the historical legacies narrow the actor choices so much that
endogenous transformation cannot meaningfully occur (Munck 2001: 142). We
return to this issue below.

An early example and some pitfalls

The attempts to systematically combine agency and structure began in earnest in
the 1990s. To list some prominent examples, one might be tempted to begin with
Samuel P. Huntington’s (1991) The Third Wave. Likewise, Michael Bratton and
Nicolas van de Walle (1997) integrate agency and structures in their Democratic
Experiments in Africa, and Stephan Haggard and Robert Kaufman (1997) do the
same in The Political Economy of Democratic Transitions, covering 12 Latin
American and Southeast Asian countries. Geoffrey Pridham (2000) also uses the
integrative logic in The Dynamics of Democratization to account for political
regime developments in Southern, Central, and Eastern Europe.

However, if we wish to scale up in importance within the field, Juan Linz and
Alfred Stepan’s (1996) ambitious effort to synthesize structural, agency-oriented,
and international explanations is probably the best starting point. Not only is their
Problems of Democratic Transition and Consolidation a good representative of
the advent of a theoretical focus on integration, the book has in itself provided an
impetus for others to follow suit. Linz and Stepan’s causal model combines three
different forms of influences upon regime transition and consolidation. First, Linz
and Stepan identify two general structural ‘macro-variables’ conditioning demo-
cratic development: the prior regime type and ‘stateness’.3 Second, they list three
more context-dependent structural factors: international influences, the political
economy of coercion and legitimacy, and the constitution-making environment.
Third, two agency-centered factors are included, namely the institutional com-
position and leadership of the preceding regime and the ownership over the
transition (i.e., who initiated and controlled the regime change).

The theme pervading Linz and Stepan’s book is that the transition to democracy
and its subsequent consolidation must be understood as processes of interaction
between these factors. However, on one important point Linz and Stepan remain
loyal to the transitological perspective, which they helped to shape (e.g., Linz &
Stepan 1978). An implicit premise for their model is that the core actors can either
be democratically oriented or not. If the former is the case, it seems clear that Linz
and Stepan are confident that it is possible to carry through democratization even
if the structures are unfavorable. Nonetheless, their model is an obvious attempt to
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synthesize the different perspectives. At the same time, Linz and Stepan’s book
offers a good example of how the new focus on international factors, treated in
the preceding chapter, has also come to the fore in the recent literature. The book
divides the international factors into three different categories: foreign policy,
Zeitgeist, and diffusion. These three factors can all influence transitions to – as
well as the consolidation of – democracy. But Linz and Stepan (1996: 76)
emphasize that diffusion is the most important factor for the actual transition, while
the Zeitgeist and foreign policy (including democracy promotion from the outside)
have a bigger impact upon the subsequent developments.

This is all pretty solid. However, the end result is ultimately unsatisfactory
because structure and agency are not systematically integrated. The very distinction
between ‘macro-variables’, on the one hand, and context-centered and actor-
centered variables, on the other hand, implies some kind of hierarchical relationship.
According to Gerardo Munck (2001: 139), “The problem, however, is that Linz
and Stepan do not really follow through on this idea by making their hierarchical
causal model explicit.” One way of doing so would be by systematically dis-
tinguishing between variables which are temporally prior to others. This leads us to
delve further into the distinction between deep and proximate factors (Kitschelt
2003).

Deep and proximate causes

David Hume (1993 [1748]: 51) once referred to causality as the “cement of the
universe” and stated that “the only immediate utility of all sciences, is to teach us,
how to control and regulate future events by their causes.” While most social
scientists would readily agree that we trade in causal relationships, such relation-
ships are often difficult to establish. Fundamentally, doing so requires observing
four criteria. First, there must be some kind of systematic co-variation between
cause and effect.4 Second, there should be a theoretical relationship between cause
and effect. Third, the cause must come before the effect in time. Fourth, it is
necessary to rule out alternative explanations (the ceteris paribus clause).

One of these four requirements is particularly relevant for the discussion about
combining agency and structure. It is rather commonplace to note that a cause must
come before an effect temporally. But a cause can either occur relatively long
before or close to the effect in time. This is not trivial. As John Gerring (2001:
142) points out, “The further away we can get from the outcome in question, the
better (ceteris paribus) our explanation will be.” In a nutshell, the objective of any
science is to provide the deepest possible explanation of a given phenomenon.
While it is neither possible nor desirable to hark back to the Big Bang, it is
nevertheless necessary to attempt to uncover the point of departure or basis of 
the inquiry. With this in mind, Kitschelt (2003) has distinguished between two
different types of causes. First, there are deep causes, which stretch far back in
time, are often based on structural conditions, and therefore cannot be affected by
actors in the short term. Second, there are proximate causes, which are closer to
that which is to be explained and normally either directly consist of the choices
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made by the agents or phenomena (e.g., formal institutions) that agents can change
or manipulate in the short term.

The proximate explanations are characterized by the causal mechanisms often
being relatively explicit and they can often explain very much of the variation in
the dependent variable. In that sense, the proximate explanations seem to have the
most to offer. But Kitschelt’s (2003) conclusion is the exact opposite. He argues
that the choices made by agents are often so proximate in relation to the dependent
variable that the explanation becomes near-tautological and thus uninteresting.5

To summarize Kitschelt’s point, the choices made by agents must be explained, not
used to explain. Against this background, he draws attention to the deeper
structural characteristics setting the framework for these choices. More generally,
Kitschelt (1999: 13) argues that “What social science should explore are chains
of causation, organized around variables at different levels of causal depth.” The
proximate steps in this chain should thus not be slighted. Indeed, Kitschelt seeks
to offer a solution to the problem of infinite regress into the recesses of history,
i.e., that any explanatory model must start somewhere. This solution may be
summed up in the slogan ‘depth with mechanisms’. In gist, one should not venture
further back in time than one’s ability to provide mechanisms which explain how
the cause has provided the outcome.

The post-communist laboratory

In prior work, we have demonstrated how Kitschelt’s template may be used to
arrive at a resilient explanation of post-communist regime change (Møller 2009;
Møller & Skaaning 2009). The post-communist setting is an obvious place to
attempt to combine structure and agency. A number of scholars (Easter 1997; Fish
1998a; Bunce 1999) have pointed out that “this region furnishes an exceptionally
promising laboratory for assessing which factors facilitate – or at least accompany
– democratization and which do not” (Fish 1998a: 214). The laboratory status
derives from two aspects of post-communism. First, the ability to hold a number
of potentially relevant variables, such as prior experience with one-party autocracy
and a planned economy, constant with reference to the relatively similar starting
point in 1989 to 1991. Second, the existence of a massive variation in regime
developments in the aftermath of communist breakdown. This great political
variation in the 30 post-communist countries is documented by our previous
overview of regime development (see Chapter 3). Whereas the whole region was
under autocratic rule before 1989, today over 40 percent of the countries are liberal
democracies or polyarchies, 20 percent minimalist democracies, and the remaining
countries are undemocratic.

However, there has been a tendency to overrate the structural similarities of
post-communist countries. The fact of the matter is that deep variables such as the
pattern of pre-communist nation- and state-building, the level of modernization,
and linkages to the West differ significantly across the post-communist space6

(Kitschelt 2003; Pop-Eleches 2007; Møller & Skaaning 2009). This, at least, is
the point of departure for our attempt to integrate agency and structure in the
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context of post-communism. Such integration is called for to account for the fact
that the post-communist countries have broadly followed three different tracks.7

1 The Baltic region and East-Central Europe have covered the distance to liberal
democracy/polyarchy surprisingly quickly, which paved the way for full-
fledged EU membership in 2004 and 2007.

2 The geographical Eastern Europe together with parts of the Balkan region
have developed into instances of electoral/minimalist democracy – or even
reverted to autocracy after brief political openings.

3 Further to the east, in the former Soviet republics in the Caucasus and Central
Asia, the autocracies almost completely dominate the picture.

At first glance, a set of proximate explanations – emphasizing factors such as the
degree of parliamentarianism (Fish 2006), the outcome of the first election (Fish
1998b), and the extent of economic liberalization (Fish & Choudhry 2008) – have
shown very high levels of co-variation with these regime developments. Among
the former communist countries, successful democratization has generally gone
hand in hand with specific values on the three aforementioned political factors.
All of the countries in East-Central Europe and the Baltic region have, for instance,
introduced parliamentary systems, while this has not been the case in Central Asia
or the Caucasus (Fish 2006). This pattern is repeated with respect to the other two
variables. In East-Central Europe and the Baltic countries, landslide victories to
the democratic opposition were the order of the day in the first elections held
following the collapse of communism, and comprehensive economic reforms were
implemented immediately thereafter (Fish 1998b; Fish & Choudhry 2008). Russia,
Ukraine, and almost all Balkan countries share some – but not all – of these
characteristics, while virtually all of the Central Asian and Caucasian republics
fall through across the board. Thus, there is an almost perfect overlap with the
tripartite division between liberal democracy and polyarchy on the one side,
autocracies on the other side, and electoral and minimalist democracies in the
middle (see Møller & Skaaning 2009).

What is more, it is possible to show that these proximate variables ‘beat’ deeper
variables, as their co-variation with the outcome is a little higher than that of the
deep factors. But looks may, to some extent at least, be deceiving. Based on
Kitschelt’s framework, such a ‘tournament of variables’ is an inappropriate way of
testing explanatory significance. This is reflected by the fact that the listed agency-
based accounts suffer from a fundamental problem. The very premise for the
proximate accounts is that the agents can act independently of – or at least break
with – the deeper-lying structures (e.g., Fish 1998a: 77–78; 2006: 11–12). This
does not fit particularly well with the systematic geographical division character-
izing the variables as well as the outcome to be explained. As described above,
we exclusively find liberal democracies and polyarchies on the one hand and
favorable actor choices on the other hand in the western part of the former
communist world. Conversely, the region furthest to the east, Central Asia, is
almost exclusively marked by autocracy and unfavorable actor choices. Finally,
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the region in the middle is characterized by thinner types of democracy and a mix
of favorable and unfavorable actor choices.

This systematic geographical diversity indicates that the deeper-lying structures
distinguishing the respective subregions from one another have, if not determined,
then at least delimited the opportunities available to the political elites following
the collapse of communism. According to Kitschelt et al. (1999), two central
factors distinguished the Baltic and East-Central European countries from the
Balkans and the lands further to the east at the time: the character of the state
apparatus and the strength of the civil society. In addition to these deeply historical
factors, structural factors such as oil production, proximity to Western Europe,
and the level of socio-economic development prior to the collapse of communism
may also be included among the structural factors that constrained the actors (see
Møller & Skaaning 2009).

These variables also display great empirical co-variation with the outcome,
reflected in the fact that the geographic pattern is again obvious. The liberal
democracies/polyarchies in East-Central Europe and the Baltic region are char-
acterized by the presence of all of the democracy-inducing structural charac-
teristics, most of the autocracies in Central Asia are characterized by the absence
of all of these characteristics, and many of the electoral/minimalist democracies are
situated somewhere in between. The result thus clearly indicates that – whether
proximate or deep – the more democracy-facilitating conditions we observe, the
more democracy. Against this background, it is pertinent to address the question
as to whether we can combine the deep and proximate explanations of democ-
ratization. One way of investigating this is by setting up a combined typology
encompassing all of the explanations. We have done so by constructing, respec-
tively, the deep and proximate explanations as one dimension, where all three
characteristics can either be present (‘completely present’), absent (‘completely
absent’), or there can be a mix of presence and absence (‘mix’). In other words, we
have combined two classifications, each consisting of three classes, resulting in a
typology with nine types (or combinations), as presented in Table 11.2 (cf. Møller
& Skaaning 2009).

In the table, the regime form in 2011 is also reported. The table indicates that the
deep and immediate explanations co-vary rather systematically – both with one
another and with the variation between the regime outcomes. Twenty-two of the 26
countries included in our analysis8 are thus placed along the diagonal of the
typology; that is, in the symmetrical combinations consisting of the same value
for each dimension. At the same time, all of the liberal democracies except three
are placed in the upper-left-hand corner, which specifically indicates an expec-
tation of liberal democracy or polyarchy. Similarly, four of the ten autocracies are
placed in the lower-right-hand corner, while half of the electoral and minimalist
democracies are found in the center of the typology.

This is where our prior discussion concerning causality makes it possible to
couple the deep and proximate causes. The deep structural characteristics are prior
to the actor choices. On this basis, the results strongly indicate that the structural
conditions have had an impact on the political choices during the transitions in the
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early 1990s; while the deep variables seem to trigger particular scores on the
proximate variables. This can be underwritten theoretically. Factors such as the
outcome of the first election, the strength of the legislature (vis-à-vis the president),
and the extent of the economic reform process reflect various aspects of that which
could be referred to as ‘political openings’ and ‘political mobilization’. It seems
highly probable that these phenomena have much to do with structural factors. If
a country is modernized, has a vibrant civil society, and close ties to Western
Europe – as the case was (and is) in East-Central Europe and the Baltic countries
– one would expect a competitive and open political life after a transformation
process. If none (or only a few) of these factors are present – as the case was (and
is) in the eastern part of the formerly communist world – one would not expect a
competitive and open political life (Møller & Skaaning 2009).

To sum up: as the structural characteristics lie outside of the manipulation of
the present agents in the short term – and because it makes good sense to carry out
a theoretical coupling of the deep explanations with the immediate explanations –
it also makes sense to set up a combined causal chain. According to this chain, the
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Table 11.2 The combined typology of deep and proximate factors

Proximate factors

Completely Mix Completely
present absent

Deep factors Completely present Czech Rep.
Estonia
Croatia
Hungary
Lithuania
Latvia
Poland
Slovakia
Slovenia

Mix Macedonia Albania Belarus
Armenia
Bulgaria Tajikistan
Georgia
Kyrgyzstan Ukraine
Moldova
Mongolia
Romania
Russia

Completely absent Azerbaijan
Kazakhstan
Turkmenistan
Uzbekistan

Note: The bold text indicates that – in 2011 – a country is a liberal democracy or polyarchy, italics
that it is an autocracy, and ordinary text indicates an electoral or minimalist democracy.



deep factors have set the conditions for the immediate choices, and the entire
setting has thus led to different transformation processes with respect to the
character of the political regimes.

What more general conclusions may be drawn on this basis? Above all else, the
illustration from the post-communist setting goes to show that it is possible to
integrate the competing explanations into a single, overall model. In this light, it is
no coincidence that multiple explanations seem relevant. This is because democ-
racy is the result of a number of different factors in combination with one another
– although one should not exclude the possibility of a number of different
relationships being spurious or coincidental.

Different ways of combining structure and agency

The post-communist findings reported above represent a crude version of
Kitschelt’s approach to integrating structure and agency in analyses of regime
change. But the manifest regularities notwithstanding, it also falls prey to the
problem that the endogenous role of the actors is easily slighted when emphasizing
deeper factors. To make the case for this, a more panoramic view of the extant
attempts to integrate structure and agency is warranted. We are here in the fortunate
situation that James Mahoney and Richard Snyder (1999) have carried out just such
an appraisal. Their point of departure is that the increasingly salient tendency to
employ integrated explanatory frameworks normally runs up against the agent-
structure problem. Virtually by definition, structural approaches thus tend towards
an ‘over-socialized’ version of agency whereas actor-based approaches – infused by
voluntarism – tend towards an ‘under-socialized’ version. The over-socialized
position entails that both the identity and the interests of actors are defined by the
structures. At its extreme, the actors are not only slighted; there is no room for them
at all. Conversely, the under-socialized position entails that the identity and interests
of actors are exogenous to the structural constraints. On this basis, Mahoney and
Snyder (1999: 10-11) define integrative approaches as the

use of both subjective evaluations of actors and objective conditions as
primary causal variables; a focus on temporally proximate and remote factors;
a methodological concern with case-specific and general causes of regime
change; and an emphasis on multi-level explanations that span micro and
macro levels of analysis.

Mahoney and Snyder go on to categorize the extant attempts to carry out such
integration in three classes: the funnel strategy, the path-dependent strategy, and
the eclectic strategy. Though the general aim is the same, namely to combine
structure and agency, the three strategies differ remarkably.

The advantage of the funnel strategy is its simplicity. Such analyses first exhaust
the structural variables, increasingly narrowing the focus down to the micro level
(cf. the funnel metaphor). The structural variables can here be understood as
necessary but not sufficient for the regime outcome investigated; the sufficient
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variables should instead be found at the micro level in the form of the actors’
choices. The deep variables do not systematically constrain this choice set – we
do not ask why the actors chose as they did – rather they set the stage for the actors.
As such, the funnel strategy basically has a voluntarist conceptual basis (Mahoney
& Snyder 1999: 14). In terms of examples, Mahoney and Snyder identify a number
of the contributions to the Linz and Stepan (1978) edited volume as specimens of
this approach. To some extent, Linz and Stepan (1996), discussed above, could
also be situated here.

The path-dependent strategy is quite different. In this case it is important to 
note that we are not speaking about path dependency in the structurally determined
way of, for example, Barrington Moore’s (1991 [1966]) classical study (Mahoney
& Snyder 1999: 16). Rather, the critical junctures which spark the path-dependent
sequences must be contingent (unexplainable by extant structural theories). This
phase thus privileges the actors, who are rather free to make choices about
institutions (cf. Mahoney 2000: 507, 509; Capoccia & Kelemen 2007: 341).
Subsequently, however, the ties bind as the path-dependent sequences have
deterministic properties. The upshot of this is that the path-dependent strategy
tends to emphasize structure over agency. The independent role of the actors is
confined to the critical junctures, after which the actors are in thrall to the structural
logic. For this reason, the path-dependent strategy has a structuralist basis. 9 Among
exemplary applications, Mahoney and Snyder mention David and Ruth Collier’s
(1991) study of the incorporation of labor in eight Latin American countries, a
study which is often claimed to have inaugurated the path-dependent strategy.
Among the studies we have discussed under the social forces tradition, Dietrich
Rueschemeyer et al. (1992) also belongs here, which further underlines the
structural bias of this approach.

Finally, there are the eclectic strategies. The name is revealing, and it is quite
obvious that Mahoney and Snyder find little to recommend in this category. In a
nutshell, analyses treading this path produce an unsystematic mishmash of
structural and actor-based variables. The eclectic strategies are thus bereft of clear
mechanisms linking macro-level conditions with micro-level choices, and they do
not specify the respective causal weights of actor-centered and structural variables,
thereby producing what Mahoney and Snyder (1999: 22) term an “indiscriminate
eclecticism”. Among prominent examples, Mahoney and Snyder list the frame-
work constructed by Larry Diamond, Juan Linz, and Seymour M. Lipset (1990) in
connection with their volume on Democracy in Developing Countries. They also
mention Huntington’s (1991) The Third Wave. The merits of Huntington’s book
notwithstanding, he makes no systematic attempt to integrate the different
explanations he identifies (see Kitschelt 1992: 1033–1034; Mahoney & Snyder
1999: 22–24). Instead, he simply adds one after another in the rather indiscriminate
way often used by historians, thereby arguably producing an over-determined
account.
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Subsequent developments

To some extent, Mahoney and Snyder’s (1999) discussion ends on a pessimistic
note. As should be clear from the summary above, none of the three strategies are
able to genuinely balance agency and structure, thus facing the structure agent
problem head-on. Among the existing strategies, Mahoney and Snyder view the
path-dependent strategy as the most systematic attempt to provide an integrative
edifice. Hence, it is probably not so surprising that this approach has witnessed
most development over the recent decade (e.g., Pierson 2000; Hall 2003; Capoccia
& Kelemen 2007). Other than sharpening the tools available for researchers, the
refinements have to some extent remedied the structuralist conceptual basis of 
the path-dependent strategy identified by Mahoney and Snyder. Tellingly, the
present writings on path-dependency are thus much more centered on agency than
were those highlighted by Mahoney and Snyder (i.e., Collier & Collier 1991;
Rueschemeyer et al. 1992).

Most recently, Giovanni Capoccia and Daniel Ziblatt (2010) have proposed a
research agenda on democratization, based on the so-called ‘historical turn’. One
of the focal points of this intervention is exactly to bring the actors back into
historical analyses of democratization. Capoccia and Ziblatt’s (2010: 933–934)
research agenda is a reaction against the social forces tradition as represented by
Moore (1991 [1966]), Luebbert (1991), and Rueschemeyer et al. (1992). Crucially,
Capoccia and Ziblatt’s (2010: 934) focus on “the historical episodes in which
democratic institutions were created or substantially reshaped” is much inspired by
the recent work on critical junctures and path-dependency. What is most striking
about their research agenda is that they seemingly envisage that the critical
junctures, largely determined by actor choices, should be studied in singular cases.
Arguably, this make for a voluntarist basis because cross-case regularities, which
tend towards privileging structures as explanatory factors, are thereby easily
ignored (Møller forthcoming).

Capoccia and Ziblatt’s (2010) intervention is thus symptomatic of the
increasingly trenchant emphasis on the actors within the study of regime change.
As already noted, the aim of this drive is to lay bare the micro-level mechanisms
that make the causal relationships work. Nonetheless, one should be wary of not
throwing out the baby with the bathwater here. When manifest empirical regu-
larities exist, structural perspectives probably have a competitive edge in
elucidating them. Only by understanding macro-level structures is it possible to –
in an analytically systematic way – account for the emergence of critical junctures
and for the effects of actors’ choices during these crucial openings. Partisans of
micro-foundations would immediately turn the tables here and claim that until
convincing micro-level mechanisms are identified, such manifest regularities,
based on structural attributes, tell us little or nothing about causality. The
disturbing question, however, is whether it is at all possible to square the circle
here. Gerring (2011: 370) puts it well when noting that:

Of course, one may hope that distal causal relationships could be disaggre-
gated into proximal (microfoundational) causes, and explored piece by piece.
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Insofar as macro causal relations are built on micro causal relations, we may
learn a lot by scoping down – for example, from democracy to its component
parts, from structures to ‘cogs and wheels.’ Likewise, we ought to be able to
aggregate up to macro levels. . . . Yet this presumes quite a lot. While it is
true – more or less by definition – that macro-level phenomena are the product
of micro-level phenomena, it is not clear that we will actually be able to
reconstruct macro-level causal relationships by tracing their micro-level
components. Nation-states are composed of citizens, just as a brick wall is
composed of bricks, but we cannot observe a nation-state being constructed,
person by person.

Conclusions

This chapter has discussed the increasing tendency to seek to combine structure
and agency in analyses of democratization. This integrative enterprise came to the
fore in the 1990s, and it may be understood as a reaction to prior periods where
first structural explanations and then actor-based explanations dominated.
Throughout the 1990s and 2000s a number of studies have attempted to combine
these hitherto relatively isolated approaches. The methodological concomitant of
this is the increasingly popular call for mixed methods analysis, including the
endeavor to provide sound micro-level bases for macro relationships.

We have seen that the quest for integration is not an easy one because any-
one attempting to do so has to face the acrimonious agent-structure problem. It
follows from this that most attempts are burdened by some salient problems, the
most general of which is that they either have a structuralist or a voluntaristic bias.
The most promising attempt is probably that centering on the concept of path-
dependency. While this approach used to have a structuralist bias, some of the
more recent variants have been rather actor-centered. This probably reflects the
attention increasingly devoted to micro foundations. However, we raise a voice of
warning here. Though micro-level mechanisms are obviously of the essence for
social science, the search for them should not preclude us from observing macro-
level regularities. Such regularities are often quite salient in the study of regime
change and, crucially, they tend to point back to deeper structural constraints.

Finally, some more pragmatic advice is pertinent. One of the reasons for the
lackluster record of integrating structure and agency in the democratization litera-
ture is probably that doing so is hugely difficult, sometimes next to impossible.
One analytical device that may facilitate such endeavors is to be found in Anthony
Giddens’ (1984: 288) notion of ‘methodological brackets’. The idea is that one
can, in turn, bracket either structures to concentrate on actors or actors to con-
centrate on structures. This is helpful to avoid losing focus in the often excessively
complicated relationship between structures and actors. The danger of course is
that this approach can easily end in an over-socialized and an under-socialized
part, which does not add up to an integrative whole. To repeat the main thrust of
this chapter, at the end of the day an iterative approach to structures and actors
which appreciates their dynamic relationship is desirable for students of regime
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change. In this chapter, we have solely discussed this in terms of dealing with the
causes of democracy. But similar arguments could be made with regard to the
consequences of democracy, the issue which we turn to in the fourth and final part
of this book.
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Part IV

Consequences
Democracy – so what?





12 Democracy and conflict

Part IV hews back to an observation made in the Introduction: that a major reason
for the present prominence of the research agenda treated in this book is the
increasing focus on the consequences of democracy. In this chapter, we discuss
the relationship between democracy/democratization and external warfare and
internal conflicts, respectively. In the next chapter we shift focus to economic
growth and distribution. In that connection, we also briefly discuss the normative
and scientific import of studying democracy’s consequences in the first place.

Towards the perpetual peace

The proper place to begin any discussion about democracy and conflict is surely
with the most famous such theory, the so-called democratic peace thesis. The
thesis may be traced back to Immanuel Kant’s (2003 [1795]) Perpetual Peace; it
was subsequently picked up by Thomas Paine (cf. Waltz 1959 [1954]: 101), and
it has experienced a remarkable popularity in recent decades. In a nutshell, the
theory attributed to Kant states that what he refers to as ‘republics’ do not wage
war on one another.

Though Kant (2003 [1795]: 490–491) defined a republican constitution mostly
in terms of officially sanctioned civil liberties and what we today would refer to as
the rule of law, he also stressed that the perpetual peace is sustained by the need of
such republics to secure the people’s consent to declare war. For this reason, and
because Kant’s republics have today been superseded by democracies, contem-
porary scholars coin this relationship as one of democratic peace. Three causal
mechanisms are normally used to underpin this retouched version of Kant’s theory
(cf. Sørensen 2008: 134). First, citizens in democratic countries are deeply
enmeshed in democratic norms for how to settle conflicts: using the word as
opposed to the sword. Second, citizens in democracies share the same fundamental
values, which render their electorates and political elites sympathetic towards one
another. Third, citizens in democracies will pressure the politicians not to engage
in war, as war disrupts trade, and increases the need for more tax dollars for
gunpowder and cannons, both being to the economic disadvantage of the ordinary
voter.1 Or, to use Bruce Russett’s (2003 [2000]: 496) version, shared democracy,
economic interdependence, and shared membership of international organizations
reduce the risk of military disputes tremendously.



This is thus a pure specimen of a theory about the consequences of democracy.
The peace thesis states that democracy has entirely different consequences for the
relationship between countries than autocracy. While democracies have never had
problems getting rough in conflicts with autocracies – two World Wars have been
fought on that account, and democracies have repeatedly shown their prowess at
waging warfare (Doyle 1986: 1155; Reiter & Stam 2002) – “the more democracies
there are in the world, the fewer potential adversaries we and other democracies
will have and the wider the zone of peace will be” (Russett 2003 [2000]: 493–494).
Indeed, if all of the countries of the world were to become democracies, we could
beat our swords into plowshares, since the age of warfare would then definitively
be over.

If this sounds almost too good to be true, it will come as no surprise that so it is,
at least according to a considerable number of critics. First, historically speaking,
the theory is frayed around the edges. It is possible to find historical examples of
democracies – at least minimalist democracies – that have waged war against one
another. Moreover, the theory is rather weak as regards the point about trade,
particularly as the period leading up to World War I was marked by great eco-
nomic interdependence which nevertheless failed to guarantee peace. Finally, there
are also contemporary problems with the theory, problems that point towards the
discussion of the second part of this chapter, namely the debate about the
conduciveness of the early stages of democratization to conflict. We attend to these
points of criticism one at a time.

Historical exceptions

When uncovering the historical exceptions to democratic peace, researchers are
ready to venture far back in time. The annals of ancient Greece tell of many wars
between democratic city-states. For example, Athens, the mother of all democ-
racies, rarely strayed from an opportunity for a fight with other city-states,
democracies included. Indeed, the Athenian use of direct democracy arguably
fueled the flames via the ability of demagogues to incite reckless military
expeditions and via the practice of condemning defeated generals to death upon
their return, which meant they would often be unwilling to withdraw from
precarious positions (see Bradford 2001: 87–94). Most famous in this respect is
the Sicilian expedition (415–413 BC), part of the Second Peloponnesian War,
where the Athenian citizen army sailed to Sicily to test their strength against 
the Syracuse citizen army. The expedition was incited by the warmongering
Alcibiades, against the objections of the moderate statesman Nicias. But Nicias
was appointed as one of the generals and was hesitant to retreat once the position
in Syracuse became hopeless for fear of being condemned upon his return
(Bradford 2001: 89–91). The result was defeat at the hands of the army of
Syracuse, after which power in the Greek world oscillated towards Athens’s great
(and non-democratic) rival, Sparta.2

The Punic wars between Rome and Carthage are also sometimes pointed to as
contradicting the peace thesis, as both city republics had elected leaders. This
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challenge to the theory is not particularly convincing, however, as Rome and
Carthage were oligarchic rather than democratic. The criticism has more bite when
we proceed to the second coming of democracy in the 19th century. The War of
1812 between the USA and Great Britain is often referred to when the peace thesis
comes under fire. The American Civil War (1861–1865) was also a conflict
between two relatively democratic entities: the North and the South. The same is
the case with the Spanish-American war over Cuba in 1898. But, as we shall see
below, the various examples from the pre-1914 era ultimately miss the target.

‘When goods do not cross borders, soldiers will’

Next there is the problem with the economic component of the peace thesis. The
economic link in the theory rests upon the premise that countries that freely trade
with one another will have a very strong incentive to avoid military conflict. War
brings an abrupt end to trade and will therefore be destructive for the economy in
the warring countries. In the 19th century the French economist Frederic Bastiat
described the negative side of this relationship with his famous dictum: “When
goods do not cross borders, soldiers will.”

A small side trip serves to situate the economic dimension within the more
general peace theory. What, we must ask, does free trade have to do with democ-
racy per se? Here, it is pertinent to hark back to Joseph Schumpeter’s (1991 [1919]
classical essay about “The Sociology of Imperialisms”. Michael Doyle (1986:
1152–1154) observes that a capitalism–democracy nexus underpins Schumpeter’s
famous claim about the peace-inducing qualities of capitalism. Schumpeter
adduces empirical evidence in favor of this claim in a historical discussion about
the nature of imperialism. His basic point is that modern capitalism discourages
such imperialism; indeed that it creates pacifism, because the very premise of 
the market economy is that success is obtained via participation in the market, 
not conquest (Schumpeter 1991 [1919]: 192). But, Doyle argues, these pacific
impulses can only come to the fullest within the context of democracy. As we shall
see, this coupling is important for discussing some of the criticism directed against
the economic dimension of the peace theory.

Regarding the pacific impact of free trade, the democratic peace theory seems to
have a conspicuous Achilles’ heel: the so-called first wave of globalization,3 which
rolled across the world in the mid-1800s and continued until the outbreak of World
War I. A couple of figures demonstrate the explosion of trade during this period.
The total French and British exports rose by a factor of 25 and 35, respectively, in
the period from 1820 to 1913, and the French, German, and American export
figures all increased by over 30 percent annually until the war broke out
(McDonald & Sweeney 2007). In fact, the total world trade on the eve of World
War I represented somewhere between one-fifth and one-quarter of the global
GNP. By the late 1930s, this figure had fallen to less than one-tenth, and it was
not until the 1970s that the pre-World War I level was again surpassed.

The first wave of globalization was generally something of a high point for
European bourgeois civilization. In his memoirs from 1942, The World of
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Yesterday, the Austrian writer Stefan Zweig described the years leading up to
World War I as a ‘Golden Age of Security’. Western Europe had enjoyed almost
100 years of relative peace and unprecedented economic growth. It was also an
age where civil liberties enjoyed great respect. In The Origins of Totalitarianism,
Hannah Arendt (1951: ch. 4) takes note of the outcry raised over any and every
legal scandal during this period. She refers to the miscarriage of justice perpetrated
on Captain Alfred Dreyfus, a Jew, which came to be known as the ‘Dreyfus Affair’
(mentioned in Chapter 1). Arendt points to the remarkable fact that this isolated act
of power abuse attracted so much attention throughout Western Europe in the
1890s. The doctrine of equality before the law was so entrenched that the case
involving the French captain alarmed the bourgeois civilization on the entire
continent. Had the affair taken place a couple of generations later – in the dark
decades between the World Wars – nobody would have batted an eye, Arendt
concludes. For World War I ushered in a rebellion against Zweig’s Golden Age.
The faith in progress was replaced by pessimism.

The first wave of globalization simply did not realize Kant’s perpetual peace.
Instead, it ended with the Great War and its millions of dead and otherwise
affected victims. Indeed, the outbreak of war in 1914 has been hailed as providing
conclusive evidence against the pacifist impact of free trade. In Imperialism, The
Highest Stage of Capitalism (1999 [1916]), Lenin went so far as to claim that 
free trade and capitalism promote war and domestic conflict instead of dampen-
ing them (for a counter-argument, see Schumpeter 1991 [1919]; cf. Doyle 1986:
1152–1154).

The democratic peace: a status

Generally speaking, what is there to say about these first two points of criticism?
Beginning with the second point – the economic link in the chain – there is
undoubtedly something in what the critics of the democratic peace thesis are
objecting to. It is indeed striking that the first wave of globalization resulted in that
which has since been labeled ‘the second Thirty Years War’ or ‘the Great
European Civil War’; that is, the pernicious period from 1914 until 1945. And it is
all the more striking considering that many politicians and pundits – even on the
very brink of the outbreak of World War I in 1914 – emphasized how the mutual
economic dependence rendered a new major conflict unthinkable.

For example, the pacifist Norman Angell asserted in 1911 that a repeat of the
past great wars in Europe, such as those during the period 1792 to 1815, was
simply inconceivable. The ever-increasing trade between the great European
powers meant that nobody was interested in provoking a war that would merely
serve to impoverish the people (see Waltz 1959 [1954]: 74). This, too, was
Zweig’s message in The World of Yesterday, though he based it more on the liberal
ethos of the age than on economic interdependence. Indeed, we meet this
optimistic pacific outlook among many of the liberals of Zweig’s generation. In
his autobiography, the Whig4 historian G.M. Trevelyan (1949) reports his visiting
the Volturno battlefields north of Naples some time before World War I as part of
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his research to write a book on Garibaldi. Trevelyan (1949: 33–34) then remarks
that:

It would have been a rude shock to us to be told that, a generation later, British
and Germans would be fighting each other over the same ground. The worst
public catastrophe we then feared was that the Lords would succeed in
throwing out the Parliament Bill. Italian freedom was a thing won and settled.
Torture, wholesale executions and massacres in Europe, and wars that
imperiled England’s independence seemed far away, portions and parcels of
the dreadful past.

While Angell, Zweig, and Trevelyan may in a sense be correct that an intra-
European war was both madness economically and had – at least among the
educated elite – become seen as barbarous culturally, the governments in Vienna,
Moscow, Berlin, and Paris turned a deaf ear to the voice of reason in July and
August 1914. The result was a war that nobody had really wanted, indeed which
hardly anyone had any interest in (see Zagare 2009). In the famous words of A.J.P.
Taylor (1972: 16):

Men are reluctant to believe that great events have small causes. Therefore,
once the Great War started, they were convinced that it must be the outcome
of profound forces. It is hard to discover these when we examine the details.
Nowhere was there conscious determination to provoke a war. Statesmen
miscalculated. They used the instruments of bluff and threat which had proved
effective on previous occasions. This time things went wrong. The deterrent
on which they relied failed to deter; the statesmen became the prisoners of
their own weapons. The great armies, accumulated to provide security and
preserve the peace, carried the nations to war by their own weight.

Obviously, then, trade interdependence failed to prevent armed conflict in 1914.
Nevertheless, there has been no shortage of attempts at saving Bastiat’s proposition
that trade prevents war. Recently, Patrick McDonald and Kevin Sweeney (2007)
presented data supporting the pacifist impact of free trade. Boiled down to a single
sentence, their point is that the first wave of globalization had little to do with free
trade. The explosive growth in trade in the 19th century first and foremost led to
a dramatic fall in freight rates, which was particularly owing to the widespread
use of steam-engines on land and sea. In the decades leading up to World War I,
duties were actually raised throughout much of Europe as a political reaction to
the ever-increasing business transactions. Thus, increased economic exchange
went hand in hand with protectionism. According to Paul Bairoch: “It can be
concluded that the tariff barriers set up during the period of 1880 to 1914 merely
replaced the previous natural barriers provided by high transport costs” (quoted in
McDonald & Sweeney 2007: 387).

On this point, the first wave of globalization distinguishes itself from the
contemporary second wave of globalization, which is very much driven by free
trade agreements in the WTO (formerly GATT) as well as regional measures such
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as the European common market and NAFTA. With this observation in mind,
McDonald and Sweeney (2007) argue that only this kind of free trade actually
counteracts warfare. Here, the defense of the economic aspect of the peace theory
becomes directly entangled in the political. As noted above, the general population
– particularly in the role of consumers – has an economic interest in trade and will
therefore press to avoid both protectionism and foolhardy foreign policy. For
McDonald and Sweeney, however, the events of the first wave of globalization
offer evidence that the parliamentary channel may also be used to press for
protectionism and aggressive foreign policy, if specific domestic interests are not
off-balanced by the right to vote for the general population. In this way, it is
possible to argue that political democracy is a prerequisite for mutual economic
dependence leading to peace.

This clarification leads us directly to the discussion about the empirical exam-
ples of warfare between democracies. Despite the numerous historical exceptions,
this criticism does not really have much bite, since it is possible to account for
almost all of the exceptions by tightening the definition of democracy. Take World
War I, for instance. It has often been observed that the democratically elected
officials throughout Europe supported the war appropriations and that the semi-
democratic channels of the day thus fueled the fire. As already indicated, however,
it is rather simple to refute this criticism by arguing that democratic government
had yet to settle among the European great powers. Even in the United Kingdom,
only 60 percent (of the men) had the right to vote, and the parliamentary principle
had yet to be implemented in Germany. These were, at most, instances of mini-
malist democracy, not electoral democracy, polyarchy, or liberal democracy.5 The
democratic deficits were even greater in connection with the possible exceptions
of the 19th century. The war between the USA and Great Britain in 1812 and the
American Civil War can be rejected as contradicting the peace thesis, since both
the parliamentary principle and equal and universal suffrage were still in their
infancy in at least one of the two parties to the conflict. In the former case, it is
probably erroneous even to talk about minimalist democracy – as is also the case
for Germany in 1914.

So while the economic link in the chain may be a little rusty, it is not incorrect to
use the word ‘law’ when it comes to the political link in the chain. It is virtually
impossible to find examples of two modern, liberal democracies that have waged
war against one another. Bruce Russett and Zeev Maoz (1993) have thus demon-
strated that there is not a single such example in the period 1946 to 1986.6 During
the same period, there are 32 instances of wars between autocracies or between
democracies and autocracies. What is more, democracies – with a few exceptions
– have not even threatened each other during this period, while threats between
autocracies or between autocracies and democracies have been legion. To sum-
marize, whereas most researchers agree that the economic link in the causal chain
is insufficient – possibly it is not even necessary – very few are ready to reject the
political link, at least if the baseline is actual liberal democracy rather than mini-
malist democracy. This brings us to the final point in the assessment of the
democratic peace thesis.
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Belligerent democrats – a qualification to the peace thesis

We have concluded that peace holds between well-established democracies, which
are particularly prevalent in the Western world. But we also know that there are a
number of more unstable democracies in the developing countries, which we have
referred to as minimalist or electoral democracies. The question then becomes
whether they – or countries which are merely moving towards this destination for
that matter – are also covered by the democratic peace.

This question not only holds a huge actuality, it also points back to some of the
classics in the Western history of political thought. Niccolò Machiavelli argued
that what he termed republics would be more war-prone – and more capable of
waging war – than were non-democracies (Doyle 1986). These republics may be
interpreted as what today we would call semi-democracies, and Machiavelli’s
classical contribution may therefore be said to write into the debate about
belligerent democrats. One of the scholars who have addressed this issue is Georg
Sørensen (2008: 153). On the one hand, he defends the validity of the peace thesis
for liberal democracies. On the other hand, he adds that the connection does not
necessarily hold outside of this group. In the thinner types of democracies, the
causal mechanism underpinning this very relationship, that is, the democratic
norms for conflict resolution, shared values, and mutual economic dependence,
rarely exists.

Indeed, a growing body of literature – represented in particular by the work of
Edward Mansfield and Jack Snyder (1995, 2005, 2009) – argues that the early
stages of democratization are often conducive to both external and internal conflict.
Harking back to Samuel P. Huntington (1968), Mansfield and Snyder argue that
increasing mass political participation in the context of weak political institutions
facilitates political leaders playing the nationalist card. More particularly, in cases
of ‘stalled transitions’, weak political institutions often facilitate the waging of
external wars. Mansfield and Snyder (2009: 384) distinguish between two paths.
First, democratizing states may generally be characterized by weak political insti-
tutions which make them “prone to belligerent ethnic nationalism or sectarianism
that induces neighboring states to attack.” Contemporary Georgia, repeatedly
threatened by Russia due to the existence of separatist regions such as Abkhazia
and South Ossetia, is one such example. Second, states may have strong admini-
strative institutions but weak democratic institutions which make them likely to
develop ‘counter-revolutionary nationalism’ and initiate foreign wars. Germany
under Otto von Bismarck in the late 19th century is an instance of this phe-
nomenon.

Mansfield and Snyder (1995, 2005, 2009) use both quantitative analyses and
historical case studies to corroborate their claims about democratization fueling
the flames in cases with such weak institutions. However, others have criticized
these analyses. As Lars-Erik Cederman et al. (2008: 518) note, all studies finding
that semi-democracies or democratizing states are conflict-prone rest on an
application of the POLITY index (more on this below). Indeed, Mansfield and
Snyder simply identify a part of the POLITY spectrum, from –6 to 6 (on a scale
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ranging from -10 to 10), as that of democratizing states, and argue that within 
this terrain weak institutions make for conflicts. This is, to say the least, a very
broad understanding of ‘democratizing’ countries, covering, for example, Burma
(2008–2009), Egypt (1976–2009), Hungary (1867–1943), Iran (1982–2008),
Kazakhstan (1991–2009), Mexico (1917–1999), Morocco (1800–1964), Singapore
(1965–2009), Tanzania (1961–2009), Tunisia (1987–2009), Yemen (1993–2009),
and Zimbabwe (1970–2009). Besides being very far from democracy – however
defined – many of these countries did not as such ‘democratize’, i.e., move further
towards democracy, in the enumerated periods.

What is more, in their attempt to get at the issue, Vipen Narang and Rebecca
Nelson (2009) fail to find an empirical relationship between incomplete democ-
ratizers with weak central institutions and external conflict. Moreover, they ques-
tion the theoretical basis of the argument, pointing out that “it is hard to conceive
of a state with weak institutions that is simultaneously so strong that it can wage
an interstate war, yet so weak at the center that it fails” (Narang & Nelson 2009:
359). This assertion is obviously plausible but also to some extent misses the mark,
as the countries traveling along one of Mansfield and Snyder’s two paths, the
combination of strong administrative institutions and weak political institutions,
would still be able to wage an external war, whereas those traversing the other
path, as described above, might still attract belligerent neighbors – as the above-
mentioned case of the Russian–Georgian conflicts testifies to.

The criticism does not end here, however. Michael McFaul (2007) puts the
critical spotlight on Mansfield and Snyder’s historical case studies. For instance,
he argues that it is conceptual stretching “to analyze Prussia and then Germany as
democratizing states in the various wars fought between 1864 and 1945” (McFaul
2007: 164). Notwithstanding this criticism, Mansfield and Snyder’s perspective,
which originally centered on external wars only, has recently migrated to the study
of internal conflicts, including civil war, which we elaborate on below.

Peace between liberal democracies?

Even if we accept the validity of Mansfield and Snyder’s findings, this does not
undermine the democratic peace theory as it has been dealt with above. In fact,
and as pointed out by Narang and Nelson (2009: 357), in their “qualification to
the democratic peace theory” Mansfield and Snyder simply:

contend that while mature democracies may be more pacific in their relations
with each other, incompletely democratizing states with weak central institu-
tions are more likely to initiate external wars than stable regimes or fully
democratizing and autocratizing states.

As with the treatment of the historical exceptions above, this obviously implies
that the peace thesis holds as long as we apply a relatively demanding definition of
democracy (see also Cederman et al. 2008: 511). In this connection, it is once
again worth mentioning that Kant (2003 [1795]: 490–491) – when framing the
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theory in the first place – defined the republican constitution in terms not only of
securing the consent of the governed but also, and indeed more expressly, of the
liberal elements we have added with our definition of liberal democracy.7 This
point serves to show that Mansfield and Snyder’s qualification to the peace thesis
is really a minor one.

Civil war – the dark side of democratization?

Mansfield and Snyder’s qualification is nonetheless relevant as thinner types of
democracy – or merely countries moving towards such democracy – obviously
merit attention; not least due to the mushrooming of instances of such regimes
since the end of the Cold War. The growing body of research that hones in on 
the internal dimension of the conflict-inducing effects of the early stages of
democratization is the next stop on our journey.

A number of scholars have recently argued that the early stages of democ-
ratization are conducive to internal conflicts, including civil wars. Håvard Hegre
et al. (2001) find an inverse U-shaped relationship between the level of democracy
and civil war (see also Cederman et al. 2010). The theoretical premise of Hegre et
al.’s (2001: 35–36) finding is that ‘intermediate regimes’ – what they also refer to
as ‘anocracies’ – being partly open, partly repressive, are characterized by inherent
contradictions that invite “protest, rebellion, and other forms of civil violence.”
This “political incoherence” facilitates the eruption of civil conflict. Narang and
Nelson (2009), too, in spite of their rejection of any relationship between democ-
ratization and the waging of external wars, recognize this relationship. Notice,
furthermore, that these arguments are to some extent indebted to the modernization
revisionists discussed in Chapter 7, for instance, their assertion that rapid political
and socio-economic modernization was conducive to post-colonial civil strife such
as the war in Biafra of 1967 to 1970. The arguments of the modernization revi-
sionists may arguably be extended to more contemporary cases, such as the
internecine wars in the former Yugoslavia in the 1990s or the conflicts that
regularly erupt in Sub-Saharan Africa.

There is an intuitive plausibility to these claims. As Cederman et al. (2008: 516)
note, however, several scholars have rejected the empirical validity of this
relationship. James Vreeland (2008), for instance, shows that the relationship fails
to appear when measures of democracy other than the conventional POLITY index
are used; indeed that the same happens if the problem that some of the POLITY
codes of component indicators seem to measure civil war are accounted for. Once
again, the link between democratization and conflict is thus not undisputed in the
literature (see also Cheibub et al. 2010: 92–95). For this very reason, it seems fair
to be somewhat hesitant in accepting the policy implications that have been made
on the basis of the work on democratization and conflict. These policy implications
have normally been taken to be that democracy promotion is a two-edged sword,
and that the developed countries and international organizations should prioritize
building strong institutions before advocating free elections. These recommen-
dations are, obviously, heavily indebted to Samuel P. Huntington’s (1968) famous
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call for prioritizing a high degree of government over the form of government – an
emphasis later developed into the notion of an ‘authoritarian transition to democ-
racy’ by Fareed Zakaria (1997, 2003; see Munck 2011: 6–7).

Notice that these policy implications can be criticized even without questioning
the theoretical and empirical relationship between democratization and conflict.
For instance, Thomas Carothers (2007) convincingly argues that the development
of the rule of law is well-nigh impossible in the absence of some kind of electoral
competition, meaning that the advocates of the authoritarian transition path commit
what Carothers terms a ‘sequencing fallacy’ (see also Møller & Skaaning 2011).
In support of this position, McFaul (2007: 166) argues that:

Even without invoking the violence, repression, and disorder involved in
producing strong state institutions in Europe in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries or South Africa in the twentieth century, there is simply no just or
practical way to ask citizens to accept disenfranchisement until their elites
build strong institutions, especially when today’s autocracies have such a poor
record of actually building them.

Here, it is worth recalling that though Mansfield and Snyder (2007: 6–7) recom-
mend that outside powers do not support what they term ‘out-of-sequence’
transitions they also recognize that external actors can do little to “re-engineer a
country’s political institutions.” In that sense, the disagreement about sequencing
might be smaller than first appears.

State repression

A related strand in the literature concerns the relationship between democracy and
state repressive behavior vis-à-vis its own citizens. From a normative perspective
this theme is relevant, as state coercive behavior has probably claimed more lives
than other forms of political conflict in recent history (Davenport 2007: 11–12). As
Christian Davenport (2007: 10–11) reports, most studies find that democracy
reduces violations of personal integrity in the form of killings, disappearances, and
torture. Here, too, a number of mechanisms can be identified. The first is that the
democratic regime form increases the cost of state repressive behavior because
such transgressions can be punished by the electorate. Other than that, democracy
is believed to be conducive to tolerant values while the mechanisms of partici-
pation and contestation provide an outlet for protest, which removes the justi-
fication for repression.

As with international and civil wars, the general contours of this relationship
are rather clear-cut. However, the findings also bear similarity to those mentioned
above in another way. Some scholars have suggested that there is ‘more murder in
the middle’, meaning that more state repression is seen in hybrid and transitional
regimes than in clearly autocratic and democratic regimes (Fein 1995; Regan &
Henderson 2002). The upshot of this is that transitions to democracy may increase
repression but that successful democratizations sharply decrease such repression.
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However, Davenport (2007: 10–11) argues that state repression is not influenced
by regime type until high levels of democracy are achieved. If so, the relationship
is more correctly characterized by a threshold effect.

Conclusions

The discussion about the relationship between democratization and conflict in
general and the democratic peace theory in particular has once again demonstrated
that it is useful to distinguish between thinner and thicker types of democracy.
Liberal democracies seem to have the pacific consequences attributed to them by
the peace theory, whereas the relationship between democratization and conflict is
much more disputed. Indeed, much speaks in favor of accepting that some conflict-
inducing consequences of the early stages of democratization are in existence.

The upshot of this is that the peace theory is still standing insofar as a thick
definition is employed. However, the question is: which causal mechanisms have
led to the association between liberal democracy and peace? The literature does
not yet present any particularly convincing response to this question. The very fact
that the relationship tends to break down using more minimalist versions of
democracy, which obviously makes it easier to tease out the independent effects of
democracy (cf. Carbone 2009: 126), certainly requires further scrutiny, since this
basically means that it cannot be the isolated effect of consent, via elections, that
provides the decisive mechanism.

This brings us to a related problem, namely the question of whether it is democ-
racy or the structural background conditions that are decisive for the promotion
of peace. As shown in previous chapters, we almost exclusively find liberal
democracies among the countries characterized by a combination of affluence,
strong civil societies, and linkage to the key Western areas. The circumstance that
we do not really have full-fledged democracies without this package makes it
difficult to assess the independent impact of (liberal) democracy. This has direct
consequences for the democratic peace thesis. Perhaps this is actually a peace
between states with the rule of law? Or perhaps it is a peace between modern,
dynamic, and pluralist countries?

This completes the circle, since we are now back to the fundamental critique of
democratic peace: that it does not hold true for all kinds of democracies. There is
indeed good reason to not blindly accept its blessings. But one unwavering fact
remains. If we apply a relatively thick definition of democracy, this is one of the
absolute, strongest empirical relationships in the social sciences. In fact, it is in
the same category as the finding that there has never been a democracy with 
a planned economy. In the final chapter of this book, we scrutinize whether
democracy is also associated with such things as economic growth and equality –
and whether these relationships hinge upon the distinction between thinner and
thicker types of democracy.
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13 Democracy, growth, 
equality, and famines

Twenty years ago, Samuel P. Huntington (1991: 263) argued that “Democracy
becomes consolidated when people learn that democracy is a solution to the
problem of tyranny, but not necessarily to anything else.” This is, to say the least,
a low-key attitude to the merits of democracy. It is also one that stands in stark
contrast to the euphoric scenes that have often characterized the fall of many a
dictator in many a place. Particularly memorable is the joy and hope of a new and
better future which was expressed in the East-Central European capitals in 1989 to
1990 in connection with the collapse of communist one-party rule (Ash 1990). The
vast majority of the people were beside themselves with glee, and everywhere
there was hope for a new and better future – politically, economically, and socially.
So who is right? The skeptic Huntington, or the optimistic masses in Europe,
Africa, Asia, and Latin America that were liberated from autocratic rule in recent
decades? In this chapter, our main emphasis lies on whether democracy has a
competitive edge over other regime forms regarding equality, economic growth,
and efficient reactions to large-scale human catastrophes. However, before delving
into these issues, we address the normative and political import of focusing on
these (potential) effects.

The debate about consequences

The debate about the consequences of democracy may be traced all the way back
to Antiquity. Recall merely Aristotle’s and Polybios’ typologies of political
regimes, which basically associated demokratia and ochlokratia, respectively, with
the rule of the poor and their consequent proscription of the rich (see Chapter 1).
This can in many ways be seen as a more radical and violent version of the
contemporary ‘medium voter theorem’ which we return to below. But versions of
Huntington’s dictum may also be traced back to ancient Greece. Consider only
Democritus’ assertion that “Poverty in a democracy is as much to be preferred to
what is called prosperity under despots as freedom is to slavery” (quoted in Russell
2004 [1946]: 78). Here, too, democracy is defended by its combating tyranny
rather than its effects on economic development.1 The debate is ancient, then, but
as noted in the Introduction, it has come to the fore in recent decades. According
to Giovanni Carbone (2009: 124),



the very strength of the normative arguments for democracy, along with its
vast spread over the last few decades, have produced a series of broader
anticipations about the effects of democratic governance. Aside from what
democracy may embody – be it political equality, individual freedom, or
something else – a democratic political system is often expected to generate
a number of side benefits such as better-consolidated state institutions; more
firmly established rational-legal administrative structures; domestic and
international peace; improved economic performance and development; and
the adoption of redistributive and welfare policies. After all, the reasoning
goes, if everyone is going to have a say on the way a country is governed,
does it not follow that such self-evident public goods as peace or economic
well-being should be among the obvious outcomes?

Carbone (2009: 136) goes so far as to state that the effects of democracy may
paradoxically become a cause for its survival. Insofar as the people’s expectations
come to naught, they may turn their backs on democracy.

A democratic critique of democracy

Carbone’s point finds quite a broad resonance in the recent literature. A good way
of elucidating this is by returning to the fact that most democratic openings have
been occasions of hope for a new future – expectations that were often built up
under the impression of the dismal effects of the preceding autocracies. Take only
Latin America in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, where military rule was wide-
spread. The longing for political freedom is naturally greatest while suffering from
a lack of freedom, and it is probably no coincidence that social and economic
hardships under autocratic rule are often attributed to the political oppression of the
people. Once democracy has made its advent, high expectations therefore remain
to be fulfilled. Robert A. Dahl (1989: 222) puts it in the following way:

Typical of democrats who live in countries governed by authoritarian regimes
is a fervent hope that their country will one day reach the threshold of
polyarchy. Typical of democrats who live in countries long governed by
polyarchy is a belief that polyarchy is insufficiently democratic and should be
made more so.

Researchers are people too, and a number of Latin American academics actively
threw themselves into the fight against dictatorship. Worth naming here are
Fernando Cardoso and Guillermo O’Donnell, both of whom remained in Brazil
and Argentina, respectively, during spells with military juntas in order to create
academic breathing spaces in the absence of political rights. Cardoso later became
President of Brazil (1995–2002), while O’Donnell left Argentina to become a
professor in the USA. O’Donnell in particular has invested much of his career
pondering over the state of democracy and what democracy is about. This has led
to a number of ground-breaking scientific articles which must at least be partly
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attributed to his own experiences with military rule in Argentina. As O’Donnell
has since pointed out (see Munck & Snyder 2007: 294), his generation of democ-
racy activists had rather high expectations concerning democracy. While they did
not see democracy as the solution to all of life’s problems, they were convinced
that in addition to political rights, democracy would provide progress with respect
to ensuring the civil rights of the people and decreasing economic disparities.

Argentina rid itself of military rule in 1983 and Brazil did so in 1988 as the third
wave of democracy rolled over South America. But when O’Donnell (2007)
looked back on the development in the 1990s, he was less than satisfied. His
assessment was that democracy had yet to lead to an effective enforcement of civil
rights and make an impact on the major social and economic ailments of the South
American countries. O’Donnell therefore engaged in a research agenda focusing
on the Latin American social and economic shortfalls. Simplifying somewhat,
O’Donnell reports good news and bad news. The good news is that – to invoke
the terminology of T.H. Marshall (1996 [1949]) – the third wave of democrat-
ization has led to the introduction of political citizenship in many developing
countries. The bad news is that democracy has generally had very limited success
with regard to civil citizenship,2 not to mention social citizenship, which has 
not really gained ground in practice. O’Donnell observes that fundamental human
rights are simply not respected in many of these countries. The legislation may
well be full of flowery declarations regarding freedom of speech, equality before
the law, and social benefits for those in need. However, aside from affluent parts
of the larger cities, the liberal and social rights are not worth the paper on which
they are written.

Democracy and equality

These disheartening observations on O’Donnell’s behalf serve to frame the debate
about democracy’s consequences, which has gained momentum in the latest
decades. A widespread consensus among economists and political theorists exists
to the effect that we should expect that democracy leads to economic leveling
(Gradstein & Milanovic 2004: 518; Przeworski 2007: 22). The mechanism
providing the causal link is so intuitively convincing: the poor will use their
political leverage, via the free vote, to secure economic redistribution. This mech-
anism has been formalized into the so-called ‘median voter model’ or ‘median
voter theorem’ (cf. Meltzer & Richards 1981). Adam Przeworski (2007: 21–22)
renders it in the following way:

Each individual is characterized by an endowment of labor or capital and all
individuals can be ranked from the poorest to the richest. Individuals vote on
the rate of tax to be imposed on incomes generated by supplying these
endowments to production. The revenues generated by this tax are either
equally distributed to all individuals or spent to provide equally valued public
goods, so that the tax rate uniquely determines the extent of redistribution.
Once the tax rate is decided, individuals maximize utility by deciding in a
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decentralized way how much of their endowments to supply. The median
voter theorem asserts that there exists a unique majority rule equilibrium, this
equilibrium is the choice of the voter with the median preference, and the
voter with the median preference is the one with median income. And when
the distribution of incomes is right-skewed, that is, if the median income is
lower than the mean, as it is in all countries for which data exist, majority rule
equilibrium is associated with a high degree of equality of post-fisc (tax and
transfer) incomes, tempered only by the deadweight losses of redistribution.

This notion also infuses the ‘economic’ approaches to democratization of Daron
Acemoglu and James Robinson (2006) and Carles Boix (2003), described in
Chapter 7. Counter-arguments do exist of course. Most famous is ‘Pareto’s Law’,
the postulate of the Italian economist Vilfredo Pareto (1935 [1916]) to the effect
that distribution of income takes the form of a stable pattern in which the richest
20 percent of the population retains around 80 percent of societal income, no
matter the regime form. Formulating this law, Pareto drew both upon his statistical
work on income distributions and upon his ‘elite circulation theory’. The theory
states that narrow elites continuously replace each other but always exercise
power, meaning that democracy is merely a different façade of elite rule than
autocracy (see Pareto 1991 [1901]). More particularly, democracy does not cater
to the needs and wishes of the people, meaning that redistribution is not to be
expected as an effect of democratization.

Another criticism of the postulate about the leveling consequences of democracy
identifies empirical examples of countries that achieved relatively high levels of
equality under autocracy – most famous here are the Asian tigers Singapore, 
South Korea, and Taiwan. Contrariwise, the post-communist countries have
experienced rising, indeed sometimes skyrocketing, levels of inequality following
their democratizations after the Cold War (Gradstein & Milanovic 2004: 516).
Seen from the higher ground, there is thus room for doubt – but the assertion that
democracy produces redistribution and decreases inequality nonetheless has the
upper hand in terms of theoretical plausibility (cf. Carbone 2009: 131). What do
the data show?

Based on general reviews of the extant empirical studies of this relationship,
Larry Sirowy and Alex Inkeles (1990: 145; see also Carbone 2009: 132) find “no
generalizable and robust confirmation of the thesis that democracy promotes
greater equality,” whereas Mark Gradstein and Branko Milanovic (2004) find
some evidence of a positive impact of democracy upon equality. But the effects are
not large, and Gradstein and Milanovic stress that the post-communist experience
remains an important caveat.

Przeworski (2007: 21–22) takes on a more historical perspective and emphasizes
that modern democracy, as conceived in the 18th and 19th centuries, originally
represented an attempt to fight the privileges of aristocracy. This was obviously a
revolutionary idea, but it concerned the leveling of political (and judicial) power,
not economic power, meaning that it was blind to economic inequality. Democracy
was simply not conceived as a weapon with which to secure redistribution – to use
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Przeworski’s formulation “the sin was original.” On this basis, Przeworski (2007:
26) argues that the historical absence of a relationship between democracy and
equality may not be so surprising. He does add that at least in the 20th century,
democrats clearly did fight for economic redistribution. Nevertheless, he notes,
we find little empirical support for the effectiveness of this push; the inequality
levels are almost the same in democracies and autocracies when controlling for
per capita income. More generally, in individual countries the income inequality
has been remarkably stable over time, even where welfare states have been erected
over the period (Przeworski 2007: 23). This does not mean that Przeworski accepts
Pareto’s Law. Indeed, he expressly denounces it, pointing to the difference
between the low inequality levels in Western Europe and parts of East Asia on the
one hand and the high inequality levels in Latin America on the other hand.
However, he ponders whether the equality level achieved in countries such as
Spain and South Korea, in which the ratio income of the top to the bottom quintile
is about six, “is just the extent to which any political system can equalize assets or
incomes” (Przeworski 2007: 26–27).

Democracy and growth

Democracy’s effect on growth has received at least as much attention as its effects
on inequality. As a number of scholars have pointed out, quite convincing
theoretical contributions predict either that democracy is conducive to growth or
that democracy hampers growth. Indeed, in an appraisal of the methods used to
analyze this relationship, Jason Seawright (2010: 250) points out that the literature
has identified at least five different such relationships:

Variation across levels of democracy may (1) cause economic growth, (2)
prevent economic growth, (3) be irrelevant to economic growth, (4) have a
curvilinear relationship with growth, or (5) have other forms of mixed effects
on growth.

The presence of such rampant disagreements obviously calls for more general
attempts to take stock of the relationship. Two such general appraisals of this
relationship, published with a decade’s interval, take the inherent theoretical
tension in the literature as the stepping stone for carrying out a general assessment.

Sirowy and Inkeles (1990) point to a general oscillation within the discipline,
from theories asserting that democracy facilitates the creation of wealth to theories
arguing that it stifles it. They term these positions the ‘compatibility’ and the
‘conflict’ perspective, respectively. The notion of compatibility, open to the point
of view that all good things go together, is basically that of the classical versions
of modernization theory (Sirowy & Inkeles 1990: 128) whereas the notion of
conflict is indebted to many of the criticisms of modernization theory, which we
also dealt with in Chapter 7, such as that of Huntington (1968). More particularly,
the compatibility perspective emphasizes that political pluralism is necessary 
for economic pluralism and that free information is necessary for efficient
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government, both of which are conducive to growth. The conflict perspective, on
the contrary, points to the disorder of premature democracy, the inability of demo-
cratic politicians to implement tough but needed policies, and the need for state
involvement in development processes (Sirowy & Inkeles 1990: 128–132).

Carrying out an appraisal of the empirical results within the literature, Sirowy
and Inkeles (1990: 128) end on a skeptical note. They fail to find any universal
relationship between democracy and economic growth, and basically argue that
economic progress can be achieved under different regime forms. This conclusion
is widely echoed in Przeworski et al.’s (2000) subsequent attempt to get at the
relationship. Przeworski et al. also begin by identifying convincing theoretical
arguments to the effect that democracy can both be conducive and detrimental to
growth. Regarding the latter view, they point to the classical work of Karl de
Schweinitz (1959), who argued that in poor countries democracy leads to pressures
for immediate consumption, thus decreasing the investments needed for growth.3

Regarding the former view, they point to the work of scholars like Douglass North
(1990), who basically says that the state always preys on society but that
democratic institutions diminish this pernicious state of affairs. In outlining these
positions, Przeworski et al. (2000: 144–145) conclude that both mechanisms are
plausible and that it is therefore very difficult to predict whether rates of growth
differ between democracies and autocracies. This must, in a nutshell, be left to
empirical testing. Carrying out just such a test, Przeworski et al. (2000: ch. 3) find
that, controlling for relevant factors, regimes have no general effect upon eco-
nomic growth. This is most conspicuously the case in poor countries. Przeworski
et al. accordingly observe that poverty constrains whatever the regime. Most
importantly, poor countries cannot finance a capable state, meaning that neither
democracies nor autocracies can squeeze out the investments needed for growth.

Where does this leave us? The lack of consistent findings may be taken to go
some way to support the notion that democracy is not conducive to growth – but
also that it does not cost growth (see Munck 2011: 6–7). Alternatively, it may
follow from methodological problems. In this vein, Seawright (2010: 247, 261)
argues that these “remarkably inconsistent findings” seem to reflect some funda-
mental problems of regression analysis, in particular the absence of consensus
about which control variables to include.

Another important observation is that many of the studies which do assert that
democracy breeds growth actually emphasize the liberal aspects of liberal
democracy much more than the electoral ones. For instance, Mancur Olson (1993),
with his theory of roving and stationary bandits, ultimately attributes democracy’s
superior record with respect to growth to “court systems, independent judiciaries
and respect of law and individual rights,” all of which make for secure property
rights (Olson 1993: 572).4 Now, these are obviously attributes linked to the rule of
law rather than to free elections, and they present a reminder that the definition of
democracy needs to be unpacked before theoretical relationships can be appraised.

To a lesser extent, the same is the case for John Gerring et al.’s (2005) more
recent contribution. Gerring et al. argue that a relationship exists between the
longevity (stock) of democracy and economic growth. Such is the case because
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democracy tends to build up physical, human, social, and political capital when it
is stable and long-lasting, and all of these kinds of capital tend to facilitate eco-
nomic growth. Physical capital refers to the level of equality, human capital to the
education level and health of the population, social capital to the level of general-
ized trust, and political capital to the political system’s learning capability and
level of institutionalized (vs. personalized) rule. To have positive consequences
for growth, democracy must survive ‘its tumultuous youth’ where ‘democratic
overload’ is a persistent danger. But once democracy matures, the positive effects
set in (Gerring et al. 2005: 335). However, it is obvious that this study, too, accen-
tuates mechanisms, such as the institutionalization of a Weberian bureaucracy
(among other things), that would be more pronounced under thicker than thinner
versions of democracy.

Democracy and famines

Amartya Sen’s (2003 [1996]) assertion that democracies are superior in averting
immediate catastrophes such as famines has also been widely discussed in the
literature. According to Sen, this relationship holds water empirically when
controlling for factors such as affluence and it also holds across time in singular
cases. India, for instance, suffered frequent famines until 1947 but these ended
with the introduction of democracy. Indeed, Sen (2003 [1996]: 444–445) claims
that no substantial famine has ever occurred in a democracy with a relatively free
press. A number of mechanisms underpin this relationship. Democracy means that
the ruling elite is punished for the occurrence of famine: via the ballot-box. Equally
crucial is the issue of information. A free press and an active opposition make up
a relatively effective system of early warning, meaning that the occurrence of
famines cannot be withheld from public scrutiny.

An instructive comparison here is between democratic India and autocratic
China. As Georg Sørensen (2008: 105–112) also notes, China has often failed when
it comes to famines and other catastrophes – probably because nobody has dared (or
been able) to hold the rulers accountable after they have committed catastrophic
errors. Mao’s Great Leap Forward (1958–1961), which cost the lives of between 16
and 30 million Chinese due to famine, offers a striking example (Sen 2003 [1996]:
445). The relatively recent famine in North Korea in 1996, known as the March of
Tribulation, may likewise be adduced to support the argument.

Though the importance of Sen’s theory is obvious, it has not been tested
systematically in the subsequent literature. Recently, however, Oliver Rubin
(2009) has sought to do just that. His first important observation is that the few
prior attempts to appraise Sen’s theory have upheld his claim but have done so via
a focus on the relationship between famines and, for example, freedom or the size
of the electorate rather than simply democracy (Rubin 2009: 701). Next, Rubin
(2009: 702) argues that Sen’s theory may be tested in two ways: either determin-
istically, meaning that no famines should ever have occurred in electoral democ-
racies, or probabilistically, meaning that such democracies should be superior in
averting famines compared to other regime forms.
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The first claim Rubin tests via a ‘critical case approach’, where he is particularly
interested in India due to the prominent role this case plays in Sen’s formulation of
his theory. Rubin (2009: 702) argues that it is possible to identify at least three
potential famines in India following democratization, namely Bihar (1966),
Maharashtra (1973), and Orissa in the 1990s. All three incidents occurred at the
state level rather than at the national level. But Rubin further shows that the
democratic process – especially the occurrence of a political blame game between
the national and state-level governments – contributed to the crises. Further, he
argues that similar blame games contributed to the food crises in Malawi (2002)
and Niger (2005). On this basis, he rejects the deterministic version of Sen’s
theory.

Whether this rejection is warranted is questionable. Rubin’s treatment of both of
the key variables, that is, famine and democracy, is somewhat nonchalant. At most,
he shows that – to use our conceptual distinctions – the identified cases are
instances of minimalist or electoral democracy, and in the case of Niger (2005),
even this could probably be contested. Whether a free press, a crucial link in Sen’s
theory, was in existence is thus only considered indirectly via the democracy
criterion. Even more problematic is the absence of a clear definition of famine in
the case studies. Recall here that Sen claims that no substantial famine ever
occurred in a democracy with a relatively free press. It is not clear that the five
incidents identified are instances of substantial famine. To make the case for this
that concept obviously needs to be defined and operationalized. In doing so, these
cases may easily fail to cross the threshold as the number of casualties was, by
historical standards of famine, rather small.

That said, Rubin’s points about the democratic process possibly exacerbating
the crisis are clearly relevant – as is his observation that there have been no
famines in China after the terrible one in 1958 to 1961. It is with such observations
in mind that he sets out to test Sen’s theory probabilistically, using a cross-national
statistical analysis. Rubin (2009: 709–710) finds no robust evidence showing that
democracies are better than autocracies at combating famines. His most important
results are that poverty constrains, all else being equal, and that there is an
independent effect of being situated in Africa, meaning that, controlling for other
factors, African countries are more prone to experience famines. On this basis,
Rubin (2009: 710–713) concludes that the relationship between democracy and
famine is not clear empirically and that we need to appreciate the workings of
different kinds of democracies to understand how democracy impacts upon the
occurrence of famine.

Considering this conclusion it is somewhat paradoxical that Rubin only uses
measures for electoral democracy as his explanatory variable. With thicker defini-
tions and measures, the results may well have differed substantially. What is more,
Sen’s theory retains a certain intuitive plausibility, but it obviously needs to 
be tested more systematically. In addition, even if it holds up in such tests, this
does not mean that democracies are generally superior in avoiding hardships. We
have already seen that they seem to have little general effect upon inequality and
growth. Sen (2003 [1996]: 446) frames this as follows: Whereas democracies have
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been good at avoiding disasters that are ‘easy to understand’, they have a much
worse record with respect to solving more complex problems such as ordinary
hunger or illiteracy. Returning to the country comparison, it is telling that auto-
cratic China has outdistanced democratic India as regards the average standard of
living and factors such as infant mortality, literacy, and life expectancy (Sørensen
2008: 105–112). In a nutshell, Indians die ‘prematurely’ for other reasons than
famine in numbers equivalent to what would surely be instances of substantial
famines, in spite of democracy and a free press.

Conclusions

In this chapter we have covered a number of recent debates, such as those con-
cerning democracy’s impact upon economic growth and redistribution, and
whether democracy hinders famines. As in the previous chapter on democracy’s
effects upon conflict, our distinction between thinner and thicker types of
democracy has been put to good use, as we have observed that different types of
democracy seemingly have different consequences. Let us attempt to use this point
to take stock with respect to Huntington’s provocative claim about how democracy
is not necessarily the solution to anything other than the problem with tyranny.
Against the background of the preceding discussion, we can raise two objections
against this statement, objections that somewhat paradoxically criticize Huntington
for either claiming too much or not enough.

As far as the liberal democracies are concerned, there is hardly any doubt that
we are dealing with the solution to more than merely the problem of tyranny. 
The liberal democracies are able to ensure the rule of law (in fact by definition) as
well as growth and welfare. Whether these things are the results of democracy or
whether they are merely the results of the same background factors that have
contributed to democracy so far remains undecided. In any case, we can note that
these things appear to go hand in hand. The situation is quite different with
fledgling (mostly minimalist) democracies in the greater part of the developing
countries. Strictly speaking, the question here is whether they are at all able to
solve the problem of tyranny. Does Huntington claim too much here? As long as
the citizens can vote the authorities in and out at the ballot-box, it is obviously not
possible to talk about tyranny in the conventional, political sense. As far as this is
concerned, Huntington (also here, by definition) is surely right; but if state power
is not present, then private tyrants in the form of local strongmen (cf. Migdal 1988)
can reign at will. And if democracy is not the solution to one of the other great
problems facing humankind – the problem of lawlessness – it is not surprising that
critics will emerge.

This brings us back to one of the major themes of this book: that free elections
are not worth much in the absence of the rule of law. Research-wise, we are here
faced with trade-off. The best way to scrutinize the effects of democracy is by
using minimalist definitions which are capable of isolating the core of democracy
(Carbone 2009: 126). With such definitions, the literature finds very little evidence
of positive effects of democracy. With thicker definitions, on the other hand, the
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effects are much more visible. But here we do not really know what the ‘root
cause’ is – particular attributes of liberal democracy, such as the rule of law, or
deeper structural factors which promote the rule of law?

The lack of clear-cut findings about the consequences of democracy should not
cloud the basic fact that democracy has an intrinsic normative value: it is an aim
in itself rather than solely a means. This, of course, is also why so many people
care about democracy – and why the laborious task of appraising democratic
theory and the democratization literature is worthwhile. Bearing this in mind, it is
time to conclude.
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Concluding and looking ahead

Surprisingly similar notions of democracy have existed in two periods separated by
almost 2000 years, namely Hellas in the classical period and the centuries after
the French Revolution. To be sure, democrats in ancient Greece had no notion of
two crucially important strands of the modern ideal of liberal democracy, namely
representation and individual human rights. But the antique and modern concep-
tions share a general appreciation of three other values, namely self-government
(popular sovereignty), liberty, and equality. It is all the more paradoxical that no
direct relationship between ancient Greek democratic institutions and modern
democratic institutions can be established. Instead, modern representative
democracy owes a lot to medieval ecclesiastical and secular teaching about
rulership and the practical use of institutions such as charters and estates of the
realm. Furthermore, it draws on important elements of the republicanism which
flourished during the Renaissance.

Even though the roots can be traced deep into medieval times, it was only in
the 19th century that modern democracy came into existence. And until the turn of
the century democracy was, at most, what we have termed minimalist democracy.
Most evidently, equal and universal suffrage was still only beckoning dimly in the
future. Nonetheless, the democracies of the 19th century capture staggering
historical novelties. For the second time in history, the rule of the one or of the
few was replaced by some version of the rule of the many (the people). Indeed,
the construct of minimalist democracy captures the core of virtually any modern
definition of democracy, namely popular sovereignty embodied by recurrent,
competitive, and decisive elections which determine the appointment of govern-
ment. The conceptual parts of our book document that this is the only defining
property that finds virtually universal acceptance in democratic theory. Within the
procedural approach to defining democracy, where democracy is viewed as a
political method, some scholars have proposed augmenting the electoral core with
political (civil) liberties, such as the freedoms of speech and association, and others
have gone even further and added the rule of law in a more general sense. Mean-
while, those preferring more substantial definitions have emphasized attributes
such as social equality, extensive participation, and thorough deliberation.

Based on the comparative perspective which underpins this book, we have
argued that procedural definitions have more to offer when discussing empirical



developments and relationships. What is more, we have demonstrated that the most
influential procedural definitions can be situated in an overarching typology based
on systematic distinctions between thinner (more minimalist) and thicker (more
maximalist) definitions of democracy. This typology made for appreciating a
pivotal message of this book, namely that we need to break down the concept of
democracy into its constituent parts and to systematically distinguish between
different definitions of democracy to understand the developments, causes, and
consequences of democracy.

We first took advantage of this descriptively, mapping the spread of democracy
since its second coming in the early 19th century. This made it possible to replicate
Samuel P. Huntington’s (1991) analysis of waves of democratization based on 
a minimalist definition of democracy. Our appraisal showed that 19th- and 
20th-century democratizations have indeed been characterized by a ‘two-steps-
forward-one-step-back’ pattern. But we also presented some important nuances to
Huntington’s framework. First, there has only been one genuine step backwards or
reverse wave, namely the one engulfing particularly Europe during the interwar
years. Second, we identified a number of conjunctures, most importantly in the
aftermath of World War I, following World War II, and after the end of the 
Cold War, which seem at least as interesting as the more general wave move-
ments. Finally, based on the fine-grained distinctions between liberal democracy,
polyarchy, electoral democracy, and minimalist democracy we took a closer look
at the regional developments since the early 1970s, concluding that great dissimi-
larities exist as regards regional patterns, and that a new reverse wave has not set
in yet – but that the massive post-1989 democratization seems to have abated.

The very description of these political developments obviously cries out for
explanation. Confronting the causes of democratization over the past 200 years,
the combination of a comparative, historical perspective and an appreciation of
different types of democracy, once again proved its worth. We identified four
general explanatory currents: modernization theory, the social forces tradition,
transitology, and international factors. In each case, we showed that some of the
seeming disagreements within the traditions could be bridged by distinguishing
between thinner and thicker types of democracy. Furthermore, we argued that a
number of relationships are context-dependent, which underlines the need for
comparisons across space and time. Finally, we emphasized that scholars increas-
ingly attempt to combine insights from the perspectives, in particular by inte-
grating structures and actors into general explanatory models. We endorsed these
endeavors by pointing out that any convincing explanation of democratization
needs to rest on solid micro-foundations. But we also raised a warning not to slight
the structural factors which seem most crucial for explaining the large-scale
regularities across space and time that were laid bare by our descriptive analyses.

When democracy means so much to so many, it is at least partly due to
expectations about its consequences. The most important such consequence is
tautological, namely the fact that democracy – whatever the conception – by
definition rules out autocracy and, if thicker procedural definitions are employed,
also safeguards certain individual liberties and the rule of law. More disputed is the
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issue of the causal consequences of democracy. We delved into this issue bereft of
clear expectations. But what we found was a quite solid consensus about the
pacific relationships between liberal democracies coupled with a massive dis-
agreement regarding the effect of democracy on factors such as social equality 
and growth. Once again, it turned out that the distinction between thinner and
thicker types of democracy was helpful in making sense of these controversies.
Maintaining a thick definition – such as liberal democracy – a positive empirical
relationship can be established between democracy on the one hand, and peace,
equality, and prosperity on the other. Substituting this with a thin definition – such
as minimalist democracy – these relationships are less evident. In fact, numerous
scholars have identified adverse consequences of such regimes, stressing that
political openings may facilitate violent conflict, hamper investments (and thus
growth), and create political and social instability. This brings us to a more general
problem. Only by isolating the electoral core of democracy can we test its effects
convincingly. Using the definition of liberal democracy, we simply do not know
which of the constituent attributes drives particular relationships. What is more,
due to the fact that most liberal democracies are characterized by relatively similar
structural conditions, it is difficult to tease out the effect of ulterior factors.

This last observation presents a platform for looking ahead. First, it is obvious
that the concept of democracy needs to be further – and systematically – dis-
aggregated into subcomponents in empirical studies. Scholars increasingly need
to take a multifaceted view of democracy to investigate its causes and conse-
quences. Our typology presents a very useful analytical device for doing this but
much more is called for. By interchangeably isolating different attributes of
democracy it should be possible to elucidate sequences and syndromes of democ-
ratization and de-democratization. That is to say, attributes which tend to go
together, or follow one another, when a political regime slips away from, or moves
towards, democracy. Furthermore, such a conceptual framework will pave the way
for investigating whether causal relationships differ when different definitions of
democracy are applied. Hopefully, such a disaggregated approach will make it
possible to further bridge some of the seemingly irreconcilable findings about
causes and consequences of democracy. Here, there is room for some optimism.
Several datasets, such as The Freedom in the World Survey and The Bertelsmann
Transformation Index, now make their subcomponent scores publicly available.
And an ambitious new undertaking, the so-called Varieties of Democracy (V-dem)
project, is expressly devoted to allowing scholars to investigate and combine even
larger sets of subcomponents. When complete, the V-dem dataset will enable
researchers to distinguish between no less than seven principles of democracy –
electoral, liberal, consensus, majoritarian, participatory, deliberative, and egalitar-
ian – based on several hundreds of indicators, covering all countries in the world
from 1900 onwards (see Coppedge et al. 2011).

Second, our book has documented that a comparative, historical perspective on
democracy and democratization is indispensable. Studies based on empirical
snapshots fail to capture the contextual developments which created modern
democracy and the possibility that relationships differ during different periods (cf.
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Boix 2011). More generally, the past makes up a virtual laboratory for testing our
theories about causes and consequences of democracy, often in the form of ‘natural
experiments’. Also in this regard, there is room for optimism as the historical
dimension of democratization is attracting renewed attention. As mentioned in
Chapter 11, Giovanni Capoccia and Daniel Ziblatt (2010) have recently proposed
a new research agenda based on a ‘historical turn’. The backdrop to these
endeavors is the observation that the historical focus has been downplayed in
recent decades as the massive democratization over the latest generation has
tended to crowd out attention to developments in prior periods. As Capoccia and
Ziblatt convincingly argue, the consequent ‘ahistorical’ analyses suffer from an
implausible assumption of causal homogeneity, a lack of micro foundations for
causal relationships, and problems of circular causality (Capoccia & Ziblatt 2010:
935–938). This, then, is why a historical turn is needed. It still remains to be seen
if this historical turn becomes a reality, but the omens are promising.

It follows from our prior endorsement of integrated causal models that the
disaggregated and historical approaches which we recommend are to be nested in
explanatory frameworks that combine different factors, including both structures
and actors. If anything there currently seems to be a danger of over-emphasizing
actors, something that is in fact reflected in Capoccia and Ziblatt’s research agenda.
Our book serves as a reminder about the importance of structural conditions, a
reminder that is especially timely when distinguishing between thicker and thinner
democracies. One of the more particular factors that has been under-appreciated is
the state as both a more general entity and as a bureaucratic structure. To quote
Gerardo Munck’s (2011: 10) recent appraisal:

the paucity of empirical analysis of the state compared to analyses of modern-
ization theory is striking. While the role of state is thus increasingly addressed
in research on democracy, more theoretical and empirical research is needed
to develop this relatively new line of inquiry.

One such new line of research is to be found in the interface between state
formation and democratization. An established current in historical sociology has
emphasized the way state formation and democratization were interwoven – and
often mutually reinforcing – in Europe and the European settler colonies, but
outside of this area, the situation has been quite different (see Vu 2010). Jacob
Hariri (forthcoming) can thus explain much of the democratic variation outside
Europe using the diversity in pre-colonial state development that can be accounted
for by the timing of the Neolithic revolution. Given a premise about the unique
European development and subsequent export of constitutionalism (relatively
similar to that described in Chapter 4 of this book), Hariri’s point is that non-
democracy is more likely, the stronger the non-European states were. For this
allowed non-European states to keep European pro-democratizing influence
(including outright colonization) at bay. This interesting finding is a good example
of some of the gains which can be made by focusing attention on the relationship
between the state and democracy.
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These gains are desirable exactly because “the organisation and establishment
of democracy” is arguably the major problem of our time – as it was for Alexis de
Tocqueville (1988 [1835]: 311). In this book we have attempted to shed light on
this problem from a variety of angles. We have demonstrated some of the impor-
tant strides made by the democratization literature, especially after World War II.
Nonetheless, it is surely no exaggeration to say that much work still needs to be
done.
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Notes

Introduction

1 Invoking Aristotle, Marsilius of Padua (1956 [1324]: 46–47) could on this basis argue
in favor of something which comes pretty close to democracy (see also Held 2006:
38–39).

2 Acquinas’ treatment is especially symptomatic because he simultaneously proclaimed
the mixed constitution, with its democratic elements, the preferable form of government
(see Chapter 1).

3 Or at least as the worst form of government except all the others that have been tried,
as Sir Winston Churchill once phrased it.

4 This statement is, at least, valid until the economic crisis which has engulfed a number
of long-established democracies in Western Europe.

1 Conceptions of democracy in ancient Greece

1 There are exceptions, however. Some German and Scandinavian scholars have
emphasized the existence of a Germanic Urdemokratie, whereas some French scholars,
following Rousseau, have found the cradle of democracy in the political communities
of Switzerland. We are indebted to Mogens Herman Hansen for pointing this out. That
some disagreement exists is also reflected in Tocqueville’s (1988 [1840]: 439)
dismissive remark that the only thing which ancient and modern democracy had 
in common was the word itself. Against such objections, Dahl (1998: 102) argues 
that to deny Athens the status of democracy would be like asserting that the brothers
Wright did not invent the airplane because it looks so different from the airplanes 
of today.

2 To quote Giovanni Sartori (1987: 279): “Modern men want another democracy, in the
sense that their ideal of democracy is not at all the same as that of the Greeks. It would
be strange, indeed, if this were not so. In more than two thousand intervening years
Western civilization has enriched, modified, and articulated its value goals. It has
experienced Christianity, humanism, the Reformation, a ‘natural rights’ conception of
natural law, and liberalism. How can we possibly think that when we advocate
democracy today, we are pursuing the same aims and ideals as the Greeks? How can it
escape us that democracy, for us, embodies values of which the Greeks were not and
could not be aware?”

3 Hansen (2010b: 1-9) identifies no less than nine different meanings of eleutheria/
eleutheros. At least one of these corresponds to Berlin’s positive conception of liberty
– namely that found in Plato’s writings – several to his negative conception of liberty,
and several to each of Constant’s two different conceptions of liberty, i.e., ancient and
modern.

4 We owe this argument to Hansen (2010d: 338–339).



5 Even this point should not be stated too categorically, however. Hansen (1999: 3) draws
attention to the fact that Aristotle in Politics “refers to a type of democracy where the
only function of the Assembly of the People is to choose the magistrates and call them
to account for their conduct in office, while all political decisions are taken by the
magistrates without the People having any say.” This seemingly comes pretty close to
our notion of indirect (though not representative) democracy. The problem is, though,
that we only have sufficient knowledge about the direct democracy of Athens, meaning
that we are, willy-nilly, forced to rely on “a comparison of Athenian and modern
democracy, rather than a comparison of ancient and modern democracy.”

6 Except for the case of compulsory voting in a few countries such as Australia and
Belgium.

7 In classical Greece, Idiōtēs was normally used to denote the citizen who uses his
political rights but does not take on offices, rather than the purely private person
(Hansen 1999: 144, 308).

8 Lord Acton (1972 [1877]: 63) conveys this charge in a symptomatic way when noting
that “the possession of unlimited power, which corrodes the conscience, hardens the
heart, and confounds the understanding of monarchs, exercised its demoralising
influence on the illustrious democracy of Athens. It is bad to be oppressed by a
minority, but it is worse to be oppressed by a majority.”

9 Interestingly, Aristotle judged that among the good constitutions, basileia (i.e.,
monarchy) was the best form and politea the worst, whereas under the perverse
constitution, the order was reversed so that demokratia was the best form and tyrannis
the worst (Hansen 1993: 101). Russell (2004 [1946]: 183) points out that Aristotle
thereby “arrives at a qualified defense of democracy; for most actual governments are
bad, and therefore, among the actual governments, democracies tend to be best.”

10 We here arguably find a reminiscence of the way in which the poleis first democratized
as a response to the advent of infantry warfare (Weber 2003 [1927]: 324–325; Hintze
1975 [1906]: 183–184; McNeill 1982: 5–20; Bobbit 2002: xxii).

2 Conceptions of democracy from ancient Rome to our time

1 Modern republicanism is normally subdivided into a neo-Athenian and neo-Roman
branch (see Hansen (2007: 53), who points out that neo-Athenian is in fact a misnomer
and that neo-Aristotelian would be a much better term). This presents quite a tight
overlap with David Held’s distinction, as the neo-Athenian strand is obviously closer to
development republicanism whereas the neo-Roman strand is closer to protective
republicanism (and thus to liberalism) (see Held 2006: 35–37). However, the distinction
between a neo-Athenian and neo-Roman branch applies to the modern current of
republicanism, whereas Held’s is, at least to a larger extent, an attempt to capture the
historical republicanism. For that reason, we prefer Held’s terminology here.

2 There are exceptions, such as Bentham and John Stuart Mill.
3 See also the uncannily similar contemporary definition of Alf Ross (1952) [1946]).
4 Notice, however, that the process criteria are equally befitting for the ideal version of

direct and the ideal version of representative democracy. It is only with his seven
criteria for polyarchy that Dahl delimits his thought to representative democracy.

5 We have excluded Held’s references in the quote.
6 For more comprehensive accounts of the different meanings of democracy, including

some not discussed in this chapter, see Held (2006), Cunningham (2001), and
Coppedge et al. (2011).
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3 Typologies of democratic and autocratic regimes

1 It should be noted that this scheme is based on a standard, Aristotelian – or classical –
logic and does not apply if other logic systems, such as those of radial concepts and
family resemblance, are employed (Collier & Mahon 1993). Elsewhere, we have argued
that these other logical systems are inappropriate to capture the conceptual and
empirical distinctions between regime forms (Møller & Skaaning 2010, 2011).

2 Naess et al. (1956: 130–131) tellingly quote Bryce to the effect that democracy is
“merely a form of government, not a consideration of the purposes to which
government may be turned.”

3 It should be noticed that O’Donnell (2001: 7) argues for creating a “realistic and
restricted, but not necessarily minimalist” definition, which seemingly incorporates
some kind of social rights (see Møller & Skaaning 2011: ch. 3). This does not neatly fit
our analytical separation between procedural and substantive definitions.

4 A typology is a combination of multiple classifications. Classifications are uni-
dimensional, as they divide the empirical cases with respect to a single characteristic,
while typologies are multi-dimensional and refer to two or more characteristics (see
Bailey 1994).

5 In reality, a few examples existed until recently, namely a number of small European
principalities such as Liechtenstein and Monaco. But they have also recently left this
category.

6 That is, in a society characterized by the rule of law, the public rules are general,
prospective, clear, certain, and equally applied (cf. Hayek 1960; Fuller 1969; Raz 1979)
– and followed by the public administration.

7 This does not necessarily mean that there will be more minimalist democracies than
liberal democracies in our actual tallies. Rather, the point is that the liberal democracies
are also minimalist, since the total number of countries living up to the definition of a
given rung on the ladder are taking the sum total of that rung together with those above
it. As mentioned above, we score the countries according to the most demanding
definition they live up to.

8 The focus on modern autocracies means that Linz does not include regime types that
rest on the Weberian notion of traditional legitimacy, first and foremost monarchies.

9 In his first comprehensive attempt to develop a typology of autocratic regimes, Linz
(2000 [1975]) distinguishes between no less than seven sub-types of authoritarian
regimes, namely bureaucratic-military, organic statist, mobilizational post-democratic,
post-independence mobilizational, racial and ethnic, defective and pre-totalitarian, and
post-totalitarian. Regarding totalitarian regimes, he mentions three kinds: fascist,
communist, and nationalist.

10 More particularly, electoral regimes are divided into three sub-types: the no-party
regime, the one-party regime, and the limited multi-party regime. Elections are held in
no-party regimes but political parties (or at least candidates representing a party) are
prohibited, whereas in one-party regimes all parties but the ruling one are forbidden
from competing in elections. Finally, in limited multi-party regimes, at least some
independent or opposition candidates are able to participate in the elections. These
elections, however, are not free and fair as the process is biased in ways that favor the
incumbents (Hadenius & Teorell 2007: 147; cf. Levitsky & Way 2002; Schedler 2002;
Howard & Roessler 2006).

11 And no other suited measures have similar cross-spatial and temporal coverage.
12 For detailed criticisms of the Freedom House data, see Kenneth Bollen and Pamela

Paxton (2000), Gerardo Munck and Jay Verkuilen (2002), Hans-Joachim Lauth (2004),
and Diego Giannone (2010).

Notes 199



4 Medieval foundations of the second coming of democracy

1 This chapter heading is borrowed from Dunn’s (2005) notion of democracy’s second
coming, which is broadly equivalent to Dahl’s (1989) second democratic trans-
formation, which we referred to in Chapters 1 and 2.

2 Strictly speaking, the formalization of habeas corpus occurred later than the signing of
the Magna Carta. But the judicial institution has been attributed to the tradition
established by the Magna Carta.

3 Western/Latin Christendom covers the areas historically Christianized from Rome and
therefore answering to the Roman Church up until the Reformation. Eastern/Orthodox
Christendom – in Eastern Europe – was Christianized from Constantinople by the
Orthodox Church.

4 As opposed to the ancient conception of popular sovereignty described in Chapter 1.
5 Of course, based on our distinctions democracy only saw the light of day in the 19th

century. Viewed through these spectacles, Downing is first and foremost trying to
explain the survival of constitutionalism.

6 Alexis de Tocqueville (1983 [1856]: 47–48), in The Old Regime and the French
Revolution, touches upon this point in the following way. Noting that “parochial self-
government was common to all races in which formerly the feudal system had
prevailed,” he goes on to observe that “Transported overseas from feudal Europe and
free to develop in total independence, the rural parish of the Middle Ages became the
township of New England.”

7 According to Holmes (1982: 25), Constant was not opposed to democracy as such. But
he was surely skeptical about widening suffrage too much.

8 Though de Tocqueville saw the aristocracy as the true defenders of liberty, with the
masses instead desiring equality.

9 According to Dunn (2005: 168), this balance is skewed in favor of egoism.

5 Waves of democratization

1 This suggestion makes it all the more interesting that Huntington himself cannot quite
figure out which leg to stand on. In the overall tallies, he counts the USA as being
democratic in 1828, but elsewhere in the book he writes that the USA first became
democratic after having granted genuine political rights to African Americans in the
1960s. He displays the same lack of consistency in relation to Switzerland, which is
referred to as being democratic in the 19th century in one place, whereas elsewhere it
is first registered as being a democracy after finally granting suffrage to women in 1975
(Huntington 1991: 7, 15).

2 O’Donnell (2010: 23) conveys this nicely via his notion of democracy’s ‘open-ended
character’, meaning that “the ‘proper’ drawing of the external and internal boundaries
. . . is a matter of perpetual political deliberation and contention.”

3 In the case of new countries, we count them as democratic transitions if they are
democratic in their first year of existence. Consequently, if a new country is autocratic
from its independence, we do not count it as a democratic breakdown.

4 For critical assessments of the dataset, see Gleditsch and Ward (1997); Munck and
Verkuilen (2002); Lauth (2004); and Shawn Treier and Simon Jackman (2008).

5 As such, we consider all of the countries that achieve the respective scores of 2 or 3 on
the ‘competitiveness of executive recruitment’, 3 or 4 on ‘openness of executive
recruitment’, 0, 3, 4, or 5 on ‘competitiveness of participation’, and 4, 5, 6, or 7 on
‘constraints on the power of the chief executive’ as democratic; Doorenspleet terms
these ‘competitive regimes’.
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6 The third wave of democratization in different regions

1 Similar observations have been made on the regional level for Latin America (Smith &
Ziegler 2008), Sub-Saharan Africa (van de Walle 2002), and Asia (Croissant 2004).

2 Note, once more, that we refer to countries according to the ‘most demanding’ political
regime type they qualify for, even though liberal democracies also fulfill the criteria
for polyarchy, and so on and so forth.

3 On August 26, 2003, in his remarks to the 85th American Legion Convention, George
W. Bush argued that “Iraq’s progress towards self-determination and democracy brings
hope to other oppressed people in the region and throughout the world. . . . The people
who yearn for liberty and opportunity in countries like Iran and throughout the Middle
East are watching and they are praying for our success in Iraq.”

4 More generally, Diamond has warned about a reverse wave at least since the end of the
1990s. Diamond (1996) thus wrote an article in the mid-1990s entitled “Is the Third
Wave Over?”, and at the turn of the millennium Diamond (2000) wrote another article
in the same vein, “Is Pakistan the (Reverse) Wave of the Future?”, in which he pointed
out how General Musharraf’s coup in Pakistan might indicate a forthcoming reverse
wave. The inclination to blow the whistle can actually be traced all the way back to
Huntington’s The Third Wave from 1991 in which he refers to the reintroduction of
autocracy in Haiti, Sudan, and Suriname, more than hinting that the third wave of
democratization was already being displaced by a reverse wave.

7 Modernization theory

1 The following sections, including the way they are structured, primarily build upon
Robin Randall and Vicky Theobald (1998).

2 Lipset (1994) himself has – with reference to Weber – noted the significance of
Protestantism.

3 The exception here is Libya, where a civil war and an outside intervention led to the
overthrow of the Gaddafi regime in 2011.

4 However, it obviously does not fit with Lipset’s causal mechanisms, which are
specifically based on the modernization process facilitating democratization.

5 This is not to say that we would be better off without a state; the alternative to the public
mafia organization is private Mafiosi or anarchy (cf. Holmes 1995).

6 Recent studies have questioned the existence of a general, negative relationship
between oil and democracy (Dunning 2008; Haber & Menaldo 2011).

7 The final word has obviously not been said here, however. Acemoglu et al. (2008) argue
that neither the endogenous nor the exogenous relationship can be corroborated
empirically. Acemoglu et al. observe that the modernization relationship is spurious.
Regarding the co-variation between affluence and democracy, they argue that the
critical juncture occurred about 500 years ago, providing Western European countries
and some of their colonies with a set of institutions (centered on constraining executive
power) which facilitated both the development of affluence and that of democracy.

8 In addition, Boix (2003: 41) argues that economic development decreases the specificity
of assets, which in turn increases capital mobility. This shift from relying on the
exploitation of immobile assets (land, mines, oil, etc. – recall the resource curse
discussed above) to relying on manufacturing industries and human capital-intensive
businesses makes the capital of the elites more tax-elastic. This development in turn
eases the demands of the working class, rendering democracy more likely.

9 Przeworski has recently construed this as an attempt “to see what the facts were that
needed to be explained, then explain them. . . . I did not want to write models until I
knew what I wanted to explain” (see Munck & Snyder 2007: 473).
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8 The social forces tradition

1 We have borrowed the phrase ‘the social forces tradition’ from Eva Bellin (2000).
2 As Paul Pierson (2000: 264) has argued, the point about timing only genuinely makes

sense given the path-dependency notion of increasing returns. Because these returns are
increasing, the effects of a certain factor (critical juncture) will be a function of when
it occurred. Cross-spatial analysis at one point in time is unable to appreciate this;
instead ‘historical causes’ are needed.

3 The terms bourgeoisie and middle class are used interchangeably in this chapter.
4 In addition, Therborn (1977: 8) emphasizes that non-sovereign states and constitutional

monarchies in which the cabinet is not responsible to the parliament do not count as
democracies.

5 Requiring that the government enjoys a continuous confidence from the legislature (if
the head of government is not directly elected such as in presidential systems, where the
confidence of the president thus serves as a functional equivalent).

6 To quote: “The author sees the development of a democracy as a long and certainly
incomplete struggle to do three closely related things: 1) to check arbitrary rulers, 2) to
replace arbitrary rules with just and rational ones, and 3) to obtain a share for the
underlying population in the making of the rules” (Moore 1991 [1966]: 413; emphasis
added).

7 In this chapter, we pay no attention to the South American side of the story.
8 Differing from the way the term is otherwise used in this book, liberal must here be

understood in purely economic terms, meaning that the state is not intervening in the
(market) economy.

9 Herbert Kitschelt (1992: 1029) provides an interesting defense of Moore worth
mentioning in this connection: “In the spirit of Luebbert’s structuralism, however, it
must be noted that countries where peasants coalesced with fascism had a different
legacy of agricultural property rights than countries where they did not. Conversely, if
historical patterns of landholding and their political consequences did not matter,
political choice on part of socialist party leaders is clearly critical in accounting for
interwar regime outcomes.”

10 Note that Moore’s view of the enclosures has been heavily criticized (Rothman 1970:
67–70; Femia 1972: 25).

9 Transitology

1 Parts of this chapter build on a dissertation written by Mads Viskum (2009).
2 For example, a promise to the authorities that they will not be prosecuted for violations

of human rights that have taken place under their autocratic regime – as occurred in
South Africa (see above).

3 Here it should be noted that O’Donnell and Schmitter (1986) were largely preoccupied
by the ‘rightist’ autocracies of Latin America; hence their famous warning not to touch
the property rights of the bourgeoisie. When taking this into account, it is not that
surprising that their formula fails when applied to ‘leftist’ autocracies (communist
regimes) where the bourgeoisie was not in existence and property rights were tenuous.

4 Schmitter (2010: 21) hastens to point out that these problems are not exclusive to new
democracies. The established democracies are also marked by disillusionment, meaning
that this is a more general democratic crisis. O’Donnell (2010a: 31) cannot subscribe to
this claim, as the entire premise for his ‘democratic critique of democracy’ is that the
low-quality democracies in many developing countries distinguish themselves
considerably from the consolidated liberal democracies. In his opinion, there is a world
of difference between the problems with ensuring basic rights and keeping the rulers on
the straight and narrow in, for example, South America as opposed to the dwindling
political participation in the Northwestern democracies. The same is the case with the
extent of the political corruption in the two areas.
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10 International factors

1 Or, as they put it earlier in the book, “transitions from authoritarian rule and immediate
prospects for political democracy were largely to be explained in terms of national
forces and calculations. External actors tended to play an indirect and usually marginal
role” (O’Donnell & Schmitter 1986: 5).

2 There is one very prominent exception to this assertion. In comparative historical
analyses of state formation and regime change, the external dimension – in the guise of
geopolitical competition – has always figured prominently (see, e.g., Weber 2003
[1927]; Hintze 1975 [1906]; Schumpeter 1991 [1917/1918]); Tilly 1975, 1984, 1990;
Skocpol 1979; Downing 1992; Ertman 1997).

3 A disciplinary divide seems to have been at least partially responsible for this
disjunction. A telling illustration is that Dankwart Rustow (1970: 348) acknowledges
the potential impact of international influences upon transitions to democracy but argues
that this should be left to IR scholars, whereas scholars versed in comparative politics
handle the internal dimension of transitions.

4 It is worth mentioning, however, that seven of their 35 cases do not fit their expectations
(Levitsky & Way 2010: 341).

5 In our empirical appraisals, we have employed Marshall’s own conceptual distinctions
rather than those of our typology of democracy and non-democracy, meaning, 
for instance, that civil rights include the rule of law (see Møller & Skaaning 2011: 
ch. 5).

6 In 1960, American President John F. Kennedy stated that “Governments of the civil-
military type of El Salvador are the most effective in containing communist penetration
in Latin America.” However, this logic is not unique to the Cold War. Already in 1939,
American President Franklin D. Roosevelt remarked about the dictator in Nicaragua
that “Somoza may be a son of a bitch, but he’s our son of a bitch.”

7 The economic criterion is that the countries had to have competitive market economies
in order to assume actual membership.

8 Vachudova (2005) does not actually include the three Baltic countries and Slovenia in
her analysis, but they may be situated with Poland, the Czech Republic, and Hungary
in the category she terms ‘liberal’.

11 Combining agency and structure

1 To be sure, Guillermo O’Donnell and Philippe Schmitter (1986) paid lip-service to the
constraining effect of deeper structures, and Seymour M. Lipset (1959) and others in the
structuralist camp have based their argument on some kind of analytical micro
foundation. However, they did not as such integrate these aspects into their respective
analyses.

2 Kitschelt (1992: 1028) thus observes that “I know of no single process-oriented study
that supplies a systematic comparative analysis of regime transitions for a large number
of instances.”

3 With stateness, Linz and Stepan (1996: 7) understand the extent to which (1) the state
can claim the legitimate use of force within the territory; and (2) there is congruence
between polity and demos (i.e., the extent to which significant parts of the population
want to create an independent state or join a different state).

4 As philosophers of science have noted, a causal relationship can actually be in existence
even though there is no co-variation (see Smelser 1976: 210), but we do not pursue this
point here.

5 This is, as Kitschelt (2003) points out, basically an ontological argument. However,
there is also a methodological aspect to it, as it undermines the validity of what
Kitschelt terms a ‘tournament of variables’; that is, standard, multiple regression
techniques. The more proximate variables will simply wash out the deeper structural
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variables because they are more closely linked to the outcome on the temporal
dimension, something that tells us precious little about the general causal chain.

6 Crucially, the countries obtain different values on these variables based on pre-1989
scores.

7 There are exceptions, of course. Most prominently, Mongolia has developed into a
minimalist democracy, even though it is situated to the very east of the setting.

8 The remaining post-communist countries were excluded owing to the absence of valid
data on one or more variables.

9 As Mahoney and Snyder (1999: 18) pertinently argue, and as alluded to above, the
structuralist basis is of course less pronounced here than in the ‘destined pathways’
approach of scholars such as Moore (1991 [1966]) and Luebbert (1991).

12 Democracy and conflict

1 This mechanism is especially important between developed countries which also tend to
be democracies, as wars with relatively distant autocracies (e.g., in Iraq or Afghanistan)
are much less costly than, say, war between France and Germany would be.

2 For a more general discussion of the conflict-proneness of the direct democracies of
ancient Greece, see David Pritchard (2010).

3 The ‘second’ wave of globalization has flooded the world since World War II and
particularly since the 1970s.

4 On Trevelyan’s status as a Whig historian, see E.H. Carr (1961: 22–23).
5 Notice, though, that a country such as the United Kingdom obviously offered a liberal

version of minimalist democracy (i.e., one also characterized by civil liberties and the
rule of law). An important point here is therefore that the 19th-century Western
European instances of minimalist democracy differ from the minimalist democracies of
the contemporary era, where the liberal attributes are not present.

6 We can safely extend these empirical conclusions up until the present, and probably
also back to the beginning of modern democracy.

7 In addition, Russett (2003 [2000]: 493) defines democracy in terms of polyarchy, rather
than using a truly minimalist definition.

13 Democracy, growth, equality, and famines

1 Up to a point, at least. One may thus argue that Democritus’ dictum is not so different
from the thoughts conveyed by Aristotle and Polybios as appears at first sight. Recall
from Chapter 1 that the Greek notion of liberty, eleutheros, carried many different
meanings. In the context of Democritus’ quote, it basically refers to the poorer citizens.
Arguably, Democritus is thus equalizing democracy with the rule of the poor, thereby
rendering the liberty infusing democracy as the liberty of the poor against the rich. We
are indebted to Mogens Herman Hansen for pointing this out.

2 For example, the Latin American countries are peppered by that which O’Donnell refers
to as ‘brown zones’; that is, areas in which the fundamental civil rights of the people are
not maintained by the authorities.

3 We have met a related – albeit more radical – argument in this vein in both Chapters 2
and 4, namely the 19th-century warning by liberals that democracy would pave the way
for an attack on the property rights of the elite: and thereby capitalism as a system (see
also Boix & Stokes 2003: 538).

4 The historical validity of this theory – which states that roving bandits pillage society,
stationary bandits provide some public goods but extract the maximum possible amount
of resources from society whereas democratic rulers tax less – is very questionable.
Comparative historical analyses have shown that the development or intensification of
constitutionalism allowed states to tax more, not less, because the citizens became
stakeholders, as demonstrated by, for example, Thomas Ertman (1997) in his
comparison of constitutionalist Great Britain and absolutist Prussia and France.
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