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Preface

This edition retains the purpose of its predeces-
sors: to provide a wide-ranging, contemporary and
clearly written introductory text for courses in
comparative politics, and for other introductory
courses in politics and political science. We have
retained the framework and chapter division used
in the previous edition but we have added 14 new
sections and subsections addressing current devel-
opments in the subject and the literature. We have
also rewritten many existing sections and revised
the entire book to provide more recent examples
and references; to enhance clarity; and to take
account of suggestions from readers and our own
evolving appreciation of the subject matter.

It might be helpful to outline the thinking
behind the new sections. In Part I, we have added
‘Nations and states’ to the opening chapter,
seeking to distinguish more sharply between two
concepts that can no longer be presented as a
compound ‘nation-state’. We have restructured
Chapter 2 to present the state in a more historical
and global context, with new sections on ‘How
the state emerged’, “The Western state’ and ‘The
post-colonial state’. We hope the changes here
blend this chapter’s global themes more success-
fully with the book’s comparative approach, as
recommended by Haynes (2003). Chapter 3 on
authoritarian rule includes extended coverage of
contemporary authoritarian regimes with a par-
ticular focus (in the light of increased interest
since 9/11) on “The Arab and Muslim worlds’.
We have also added ‘China in transition’ not least
to show that authoritarianism is not just a feature
of Islamic societies. The material on China, in
this section and elsewhere, also reflects the
country’s growing importance in the world
economy.

In Part II, the chapter on political culture now
includes a section on ‘Political trust and social
capital’ as well as an introduction to cultural
aspects of the relationship between ‘Islam and the
West'. Within the political communication
chapter, we have extended the material on media
impact through ‘Reinforcement, agenda-setting

and framing’. And the participation chapter now
covers ‘Social movements’.

The decline in formal political participation in
contemporary democracies is an issue that inter-
ests students — and rightly so. This theme features
more significantly in Part III, with “Turnout’ and a
debate topic on compulsory voting added to the
chapter on elections and voters. Falling party
membership and its implications are carried
though to the updated chapter on parties which
now covers both ‘Party membership and finance’
and ‘Selecting candidates and leaders’.

We have also strengthened Part IV on the struc-

BOX P.1
New sections and subsections in
this edition

Chapter 1 Politics and government
Nations and states

Chapter 2 The state in a global context
How the state emerged

The Western state

The post-colonial state

Chapter 4 Authoritarian rule
The Arab and Muslim worlds
China in transition

Chapter 6 Political culture
Political trust and social capital
Islam and the West

Chapter 7 Political communication
Reinforcement, agenda-setting and framing

Chapter 8 Political participation
Social movements

Chapter 9 Elections and voters
Turnout

Chapter 11 Political parties
Selecting candidates and leaders
Party membership and finance

Chapter 15 The political executive
Presidential government: Brazil
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tures of government, aware that what should be
the core of the book was in danger of sliding
towards its periphery. In particular, we have added
a subsection on presidentialism in Brazil to the
chapter on the executive, enabling us to broaden
the discussion of presidential government beyond
the United States. Our classroom experience is
that student interest in President Lula da Silva can
be carried though to a broader appreciation of the
diversity in presidential systems. To reflect recent
research on the parliamentary executive, we have
also rewritten ‘Minority and coalition govern-
ment.

We continue in this edition to use as the orga-
nizing framework within each chapter a three-part
division of states into established democracies,
new democracies and authoritarian states (see
Boxes 3.1 and 4.1). Given that most new democ-
racies have now survived for a number of years, we
have in this edition placed our discussion of them
immediately after the section on established
democracies. This strikes us as a more intuitive
sequence.

BOX P.2
Key features of the website
http://www.palgrave.com/
politics/hague

» An extra comparative political economy chapter

» Hague and Harrop’s Guide to Comparative Politics
on the internet

» A searchable bibliography for each chapter

» Chapter summaries

» Essay questions and reading.

We invite you to visit our website. It supports
this book specifically and your access to it is free
and unrestricted. A major new feature for this
edition is an entirely new chapter — only available
on the website — on comparative political
economy.

We would like to thank our publisher Steven
Kennedy and his reviewers for their constructive
advice; Keith Povey and Glynis Harris for their
copy-editing skills; and Tim Flower of Florida
International University for advising us on recent
changes to the decree powers of the Brazilian pres-
ident. We would also like to acknowledge a more
general debt to the thousands of political scientists
who provided the findings and insights on which
this edition, in particular, is based. Without their
effort, this book could not exist.

In all its manifestations, this book has now sold
well over 100,000 copies. We are grateful for the
support reflected in this figure and also for the
corrections and suggestions provided by the many
teachers and students around the world who use
the book. We continue to welcome all feedback,
not least because some errors of fact or interpreta-
tion are bound to have crept into this new edition.
Please contact Martin Harrop at

School of Geography, Politics and Sociology
University of Newcastle

Newcastle upon Tyne

England

NE1 7RU

e-mail Martin.Harrop@newcastle.ac.uk

Rod Hague
Martin Harrop
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Part |
FOUNDATIONS

In this part we set out the foundations of compar-
ative government and politics. Chapter 1 outlines
the key concepts of the subject while Chapter 2
focuses in more detail on the state: its emergence,
character and alleged crisis. The subsequent

chapters discuss the two main ways of organizing
power in the state: democracy (Chapter 3) and
authoritarian rule (Chapter 4). In Chapter 5, we
conclude the part by discussing the comparative
approach used in the book.
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In this book we examine the organization of poli-
tics in countries around the world. We focus on
how nations solve the core political problem of
making collective decisions. But we cannot jump
straight into these issues. For just as what
astronomers ‘see’ in the sky depends on the type of
telescope through which they peer, so too does any
interpretation of politics depend on the concepts
through which we approach the topic. Indeed, in
politics it often seems as though everyone has their
own telescope — and claims that their own instru-
ment is best!

In politics, major concepts remain at the fore-
front of discussion in a way that does not normally
apply to more scientific disciplines. Political
analysis is far more than mere opinion; yet even so,
conclusions vary with the analyst rather more than
is comfortable for those who advocate a strictly
scientific approach to the subject. Comparative
politics, based on a range of countries, is especially
suited to the task of revealing contrasting perspec-
tives on our subject matter. So in this chapter we
discuss some central concepts of the discipline, not
so much to establish ‘correct’ definitions as to
introduce our own interpretations.

Politics

To start at the beginning: what is politics? We can
easily list, and agree on, some examples of political

activity, When the American president and
Congress start their annual tussle over the federal
budget, they are clearly engaged in politics. When
terrorists crashed hijacked planes into the World
Trade Center and the Pentagon in 2001, their acts
were patently political. The heartland of politics,
as represented by such examples, is clear. However,
the boundaries of the political are less precise.
When one country invades another, is it engaged
in politics or merely in war? Would politics occur
if resources were unlimited? Is politics restricted to
governments or can it also be found in families,
universities and even seminar groups?

A crisp definition of politics — one which fits
just those things we instinctively call ‘political’ — is
impossible. Politics is a term with varied uses and
nuances. Perhaps the nearest we can come to a
capsule statement is this: politics is the activity by
which groups reach binding collective decisions
through attempting to reconcile differences among
their members. Four significant points inhere in

this definition (Miller, 1991):

P Politics is a collective activity, involving people
who accept a common membership or at least
acknowledge a shared fate. Robinson Crusoe
could not practise politics.

» Dolitics presumes an initial diversity of views,
about goals or means or both. Were we in agree-
ment all the time, politics would be redundant.

» Dolitics involves reconciling such differences
through discussion and persuasion. Communi-
cation is therefore central to politics.

» Political decisions become authoritative policy
for a group, binding members to agreements
that are implemented by force if necessary.
Politics scarcely exists if decisions are reached
solely by violence, but force, or its threat,
underpins the execution of policy.

The necessity of politics arises from the collec-
tive character of human life. We live in groups that
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must reach collective decisions about sharing
resources, about relating to other groups and about
planning for the future. A family discussing where
to take its vacation, a country deciding whether to
go to war, the world seeking to limit the damage
caused by pollution — all are examples of groups
seeking to reach decisions which affect all their
members. As social creatures, politics is part of our
fate: we have no choice but to practise it.

Indeed, the Greek philosopher Aristotle (384—
322 BC) argued that ‘man is by nature a political
animal’ (1962 edn, p. 28). By this he meant not
just that politics is unavoidable but also that it is
the essential human activity, the feature which
most sharply separates us from other species. For
Aristotle, people can only express their nature as
reasoning, virtuous beings through participating
in a political community. Politics is what we are
for.

Of course, members of a group rarely agree, at
least initially, on what plan of action to follow.
Even if there is agreement over goals, there may
still be a skirmish over means. Yet a decision must
be reached, one way or the other, and once made
it will commit all the members of the group. Thus
politics consists in procedures for allowing a range
of views to be expressed and then combined into
an overall decision. As Shively (2002, p. 11)
points out,

political action may be interpreted as a way to
work out rationally the best common solution to
a common problem — or at least a way to work
out a reasonable common solution. That is, poli-
tics consists of public choice.

By debating the options, the quality of the final
choice should improve as the participants to the
discussion become both better informed and more
committed to the agreed course of action. In other
words, good politics yields policy which is both
well-designed and well-executed.

But the members of a group share some interests
but not others. A collective decision will typically
engage both common and conflicting interests.
Deciding to expand higher education is one thing;
working out who should pay for it is quite
another. A decision will affect all, and may even
benefit all, but not everyone will gain equally.

Most often a course of action will produce both
winners and losers.

Here we arrive at what is the essence of the
subject: politics is about reaching decisions which
impinge on both the shared and the competing
interests of the group’s members. Indeed some
authors define political situations as those in which
the participants mix common and competing
interests. ‘Pure conflict is war’, wrote Laver (1983,
p. 1). ‘Pure cooperation is true love. Politics is a
mixture of both.’

So one aim of politics is compromise: to reach
an agreement acceptable to all even if the first
choice of none. Thus, Crick (2000, p. 21) defines
politics as the ‘activity by which differing interests
within a given unit of rule are conciliated by
giving them a share in power in proportion to
their importance to the welfare and the survival of
their community’. Crick’s definition is somewhat
idealistic; it seems to dismiss the possibility of pol-
itics occurring at all in dictatorships. But he is
surely right to stress that politics involves (if not
exclusively) negotiation, bargaining and compro-
mise. And the venue for such discussions is gov-
ernment.

Government

Groups must not only reach decisions on their
common affairs, they must also work out how
their decisions are to be agreed and implemented.
Small groups can often reach agreement by
informal discussion, without needing to develop
special procedures for decision-making. And their
agreements can be self-executing: those who make
the decision put it into practice themselves.
However, these simple mechanisms are impractical
for large groups, which must develop special insti-
tutions for making and enforcing collective deci-
sions. By definition, these bodies form the
government — the arena within which political
issues are resolved.

Once government reaches a decision, it must be
put into effect. In Easton’s famous definition
(1965a and b), ‘politics is the authoritative alloca-
tion of values’. Values are allocated through imple-
menting decisions, not just by making them. Taxes
must be raised as well as set; wars must be fought
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and not merely declared. Here we encounter the
harder edge of politics. Public authority — ulti-
mately, force — is used to implement collective
decisions. If you break the rules, the government
may put you in prison; at any rate, it is the only
body with the authority to do so. The words ‘poli-
tics and ‘police’, it is well worth noting, come
from the same root.

Further, your government has not explicitly
asked you whether you would like to abide by its
laws, pay its taxes or die in its wars. You may have
played no part in shaping the laws of your country
but you are still expected to abide by them. And
even if you leave one country, you will be subject
to the government of another. From government
there is no escape. You cannot — in the contempo-
rary world — choose a life without government.

Definition

A government consists of institutions respon-
sible for making collective decisions for society.
More narrowly, government refers to the top
political level within such institutions.

In popular use, ‘the government’ refers just to
the highest level of political appointments: to pres-
idents, prime ministers and cabinet members. But
in a broader sense government consists of all orga-
nizations charged with reaching and imple-
menting decisions for the community. Thus by
our definition public servants, judges and the
police all form part of the government, even
though such people are not usually appointed by
political methods such as election. In this broad
sense, government provides the landscape of insti-
tutions within which we experience public
authority.

Given the special authority of government, why
should individuals ever agree to cede their
autonomy to such a body? One argument for gov-
ernment, much favoured by contemporary econo-
mists, is the efficiency gained by establishing a
standard way of reaching and enforcing decisions.
If every decision had to be preceded by a separate
agreement on how to reach and apply it, politics
would be tiresome indeed. Efficiency gains mean
that people who disagree on what should be done
can nonetheless agree on a mechanism for
resolving their disagreement.

In addition, government offers the benefits of
security and predictability (Peters, 1999). In a
well-governed society, citizens expect laws to be
durable, or at least not to be changed arbitrarily;
they know that rules apply to other people as well
as to themselves; and they have grounds for
expecting that decisions will be enforced fairly. In
these ways, government serves as an escape hatch
from the gloomy state of nature envisaged by the
English philosopher, Thomas Hobbes (1588—
1679):

Hereby it is manifest, that during the time men
live without a common power to keep them all
in awe, they are in that condition which is called
war; and such a war, as is of every man, against
every man.

(Hobbes, 1651, p. 100)

Without government, Hobbes continued, the
life of man is ‘solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and
short’. Only when government overcomes the war
of all against all, can society — including industry,
science and culture — flourish. Thus government
creates a framework of settled order within which
endeavours such as a free market and a welfare
state can emerge.

Once government is established, it may of
course have unforeseen consequences. The danger
of Hobbes’s common power is that it will abuse its
own authority, creating more problems than it
solves. As one of Hobbess critics pointed out,
there is no profit in avoiding the dangers of foxes
if the outcome is simply to be devoured by lions
(Locke, 1690). This point is one on which the 130
million people murdered by their own govern-
ment during the lethal twentieth century would
doubtless agree, were they in a position to
comment.

Further, even when a government does secure
internal peace, it may simply turn its attention to
external war. The twentieth century was an era of
warfare states as well as welfare states. Govern-
ment, then, is a two-faced, high-risk enterprise,
offering the rewards of peace but also the danger
of intensified conflict. Our aim in studying gov-
ernment should be to work out how to control
Hobbes’ common power while also securing its
benefits.
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Governance

An old word enjoying renewed popularity, gover-
nance refers to the activity, process or quality of
governing. The term directs our attention away
from the institutions and powers of government
towards the task of public regulation, a function
which government may share with other actors.
Because governance is more abstract than govern-
ment, denoting an activity rather than an institu-
tion, we need here to clarify its meaning and to
explore why the term has become more common
in political analysis.

As Pierre and Peters (2000, p. 7) say, governance
is ‘a notoriously slippery concept’. In essence, the
word encourages us to focus on the wide range of
actors involved in regulating modern societies.
Depending on the particular sector, these actors
might include employers, trade unions, the judi-
ciary, professional employees, journalists and even
academics. In areas such as health care or educa-
tion, these expert participants form a specialist
network which delivers substantial self-regulation.
Because professions such as medicine and law do
not take kindly to instructions from government,
political institutions such as the executive and the
legislature are just particular actors in these net-
works and by no means always the commanding
players; hence the need for the broader term.

Understood as the task of managing complex
societies, governance involves the coordination of
both public and private sector bodies; it is the
ability to get things done without the capacity to
command that they are done (Rhodes, 1996).
Governance implies persuasion exerted through a
network, rather than direct control over a hierarchy.

The term grew in popularity in the final two
decades of the twentieth century as Western
democracies lost some confidence in the ability of
their governments to directly manage economic
production and welfare provision. As a result,
more emphasis was placed on government as a
regulator (e.g. of telecommunications networks)
rather than as a provider (e.g. through a state-
owned telephone company).

Governance is also the preferred term when
examining the activity and effectiveness of govern-
ment, rather than just the institutions themselves.
In this context, governance refers to what govern-

ments do and to how well they do it. For example,
many international agencies suggest that ‘effective
governance’ is crucial to economic development in
new democracies. Thus, the World Bank (1997,
p. 1) argued in an influential report that ‘the state
is central to economic and social development, not
as a direct provider of growth but as a partner, cat-
alyst and facilitator’. The focus here is on govern-
ment policies, activities and achievements, not its
internal organization or its direct provision of
goods and services.

Definition

Governance denotes the activity of making col-
lective decisions, a task in which government
institutions may not play a leading, or even any;,
role.In international relations, for example, no
world government exists to resolve problems
but many issues are resolved by negotiation - a
case of governance without government.

And it is the field of international relations
which offers the best examples of governance. The
reason is clear: there is no world government, no
institution making enforceable decisions for the
world as a whole. Even so, many aspects of global
relations are regulated by agreement. One example
is the internet, a massive network of linked com-
puters beyond the control of any one government.
Yet standards for connecting computers and data
to the internet are agreed, mainly by private
actors. Thus we can speak of the governance, but
not the government, of cyber-space (Hall and
Biersteker, 2002).

Similarly,  international institutions have
emerged to formulate rules in many other areas:
for instance, the World Trade Organization
(WTO) works to reduce trade barriers between its
member states. However, such bodies are certainly
not governments; they have limited powers, espe-
cially in enforcement, and they lack a police force
to enforce their will. Indeed, the WTO reaches
decisions — when it does so at all — by the cumber-
some method of consensus.

So the emerging pattern, in international and
perhaps also in national politics, is rules without
rulers, order without orders, governing without
government. In a word: governance (Rosenau,

1992).
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The state and sovereignty

The state is now the dominant principle of polit-
ical organization on the world’s landmass. The
main exceptions are a few remaining colonies
(such as Britain’s Gibraltar) and territories cur-
rently administered by the United Nations (such
as Bosnia). In addition, some territories are volun-
tarily subject to partial external control — for
example, Puerto Rico is affiliated with the United
States — while others claim substantial autonomy
within a larger state — for instance, Hong Kong
and Tibet within China. But leaving such anom-
alies to one side, the world is parcelled up into
separate states which, through mutual recognition,
form the international system (Krasner, 2001).

The state is a unique institution, standing above
all other organizations in society. The state can
legitimately use force to enforce its will and citi-
zens must accept its authority as long as they con-
tinue to live within its borders. As Edelman
(1964, p. 1) writes,

the state benefits and it threatens. Now it is ‘us’
and often it is ‘them’. It is an abstraction, but in
its name men are jailed, or made rich on defense
contracts, or killed in wars.

The state is more than its government. The term
denotes the ensemble formed by combining gov-
ernment, population and territory. It is the state
that claims a monopoly of authorized force, pro-
viding a mandate which government then puts
into effect. To bring out the distinction between
state and government, note that all countries have
someone who serves as head of state but that this
person is not usually head of the government.
European monarchs are examples: they symbolize
the state but leave prime ministers to control the
levers of power. In short, the state defines the
political community of which government is the
executive branch.

A central feature of the state is its capacity to
regulate the legitimate use of force within its
boundaries. In describing states as ‘bodies of
armed men’, the Russian revolutionary Vladimir
Lenin (1870-1924) articulated this link between
the state and violence. But although the state can
and does employ coercion, it is far more than a

mere band of hoodlums. Because the state is based
in a fixed territory, it has a long-term incentive to
increase the wealth of its people and therefore of
itself. To use Olson’s phrases (2000), states are ‘sta-
tionary bandits’ rather than ‘roving bandits’ and
they behave better as a result.

Definition

The state is a political community formed by a
territorial population which is subject to one
government. A country usually refers to a state’s
territory and population, rather than its govern-
ment. In international law, a state’s territory
extends to its airspace, continental shelf and ter-
ritorial waters.

Most importantly, the state claims not just the
capacity but also the right to employ force. As the
German sociologist Max Weber (1864-1920)
noted, the exclusive feature of the state is its inte-
gration of force with authority. As Weber wrote, ‘a
state is a human community that (successfully)
claims the monopoly of the legitimate use of phys-
ical force within a given territory’ (Gerth and
Mills, 1948, p. 78). Any state must successfully
uphold its claim to regulate the authorized use of
coercion within its domain. When the state’s
monopoly of legitimate force is threatened, as in a
civil war, its existence is at stake. While the con-
flict continues, there is no legitimate authority.
Contrary to Lenin, a body of armed men is not a
state because the law of the gun is no law at all.

Much of the theoretical justification for the state
is provided by the idea of sovereignty. In
describing the state, we must therefore unpack this
related notion. As defined by the French philoso-
pher Jean Bodin (1529-96), sovereignty refers to
the untrammelled and undivided power to make
laws. Echoing Hobbes, the English jurist William
Blackstone (1723-80) argued that ‘there is and
must be in every state a supreme, irresistible,
absolute and uncontrolled authority, in which the
right of sovereignty resides’.

The word ‘sovereign’ originally meant the one
seated above. So the sovereign body is the one
institution within a country which is not subject
to higher authority — and that body is, by defini-
tion, the state. As Bodin wrote, the sovereign can
‘give laws unto all and every one of the subjects
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and receive none from them’. By consecrating
central authority in this way, the legal concept of
sovereignty contributed powerfully to the develop-
ment of the European state.

Sovereignty originally developed in Europe to
justify the attempt by monarchs to consolidate
control over unruly kingdoms. Indeed, the British
monarch is still known as the ‘sovereign’. But as
democracy gained ground, so too did the belief
that elected parliaments acting on behalf of the
people are the true source of sovereignty. The
means of acquiring sovereignty evolved although
the need for Blackstone’s ‘supreme authority’,
wherever located, remained unquestioned in
Britain and France.

Beyond Europe, however, the notion of sover-
eignty remained weaker. In the federal ‘United
States’, for instance, political authority is shared
between the central and state governments, all
operating under a constitution made by ‘we, the
people’ and enforced by the Supreme Court. In
these circumstances, the idea of sovereignty is
diluted and so too is the concept of the state itself.

Definition

Sovereignty refers to the ultimate source of
authority in society.The sovereign is the highest
and final decision-maker within a community.
Sovereignty is a legal title which is possessed in
its entirety or not at all; a state cannot be partly
sovereign. Internal sovereignty refers to law-
making power within a territory. External
sovereignty describes international recognition
of the sovereign’s jurisdiction over its territory.
The phrase ‘the sovereign state’reflects both
dimensions.

Contemporary discussions of sovereignty distin-
guish between internal and external aspects. The
law-making body within the state possesses
internal sovereignty: the right to make and enforce
laws applying within its territory. By contrast,
external sovereignty is the recognition in interna-
tional law that a state possesses authority over a
territory. By implication, the state is answerable
for that jurisdiction in international law. External
sovereignty is important because it allows a state
to claim the right both to regulate affairs within its
boundaries and to participate as an accepted

member of the international system. In this way,
the development of the international system has
strengthened the authority of states in the
domestic sphere; indeed, internal and external sov-
ereignty represent two sides of a single coin.

Number of member states

200 A

150

100 -

50 +

1 !

1949 1959 1969 1979 1989

Note: Switzerland joined in 2002.
Source: United Nations at http://www.un.org/overview/growth.htm.
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Figure 1.1 Number of states belonging to the United
Nations, 1949-2002

Nations and nationalism

A nation is more easily recognized than defined.
We all know that France is a nation but we find it
harder to specify what characteristics justify this
designation. A single language, for example, is
often taken as evidence of a common nationality
and many countries share a name with their lan-
guage, France among them. But in France, as in
some other states, nation-builders created a shared
language, rather than the other way round. After
the revolution of 1789, the country’s centralizing
elite insisted that only French should be taught in
schools, thus overwhelming traditional dialects. A
common language is as much an achievement as a
condition of nationhood.

In any case, a single language is not necessary for
a shared nationality. Switzerland, for instance, is
indisputably a single nation even though French,
German and Italian are spoken within its borders.
Similarly, of the many countries in which English
is the leading language, only one comprises the
English nation. In truth, secking to identify a
nation using any single marker, whether language,
history or ethnicity, is fruitless. Nations are imag-
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ined communities and a nation is often viewed as
any group which upholds a claim to be regarded as
such (Anderson, 1983).

In two ways, though, we can be a little more
precise. First, nations are peoples with homelands.
As Eley and Suny (1996, p. 10) put it, a nation —
like a state — implies ‘a claim on a particular piece
of real estate’. Here the origin of the word ‘nation’
is relevant: it derives from a Latin term meaning
place of birth. This link between nation and place
is one factor distinguishing a nation from an
ethnic group or tribe. Where a tribe can up sticks
and move home, a nation remains tethered to its
motherland, changing shape mainly through
expansion and contraction.

Second, when a group claims to be a nation, it
asserts a right to self-determination within its
homeland. The group uses or invents a shared
culture to justify its claim to political autonomy. It
is this assertion of self-rule that gives the idea of a
nation its political character. A group united by a
common language, history or ethnicity becomes a
nation by achieving or seeking control over its own
destiny, whether through independence or devolu-
tion. In short, nations ‘are spatially concentrated
and culturally distinct groups attempting to attain
political self-determination’ (Hechter, 2000, p. 14).

Some examples will clarify these points. To
describe French-speaking Canadians as a separate
nation, as opposed to a linguistic community,
indicates a demand for autonomy if not indepen-
dence for this group. In a similar way, to refer to
the indigenous people of the Americas as Indian
nations, as opposed to tribes, also implies a claim
to self-determination. Note that French Canadians
and American Indians are also linked to particular
areas, thereby satisfying the territorial condition of
national status.

Definition

A nation is defined by Guibernau (1999, p. 14) as
‘a human group conscious of forming a commu-
nity, sharing a common culture, attached to a
clearly demarcated territory, having a common
past and a common project for the future and
claiming the right to rule itself"

So much for what a nation is. The next question,
far more difficult, is: why do nations exist? When

and why did they come into being? Here debate
centres on whether nations should be seen as
ancient or modern (Motyl, 2002). On the one
hand, nations are sometimes viewed as creatures of
antiquity, emerging from the primeval soup of past
times. Smith (1998), for instance, points out that
several large ethnic groups (‘nations’?) are indeed of
distant origin. Examples include the Jews and the
Chinese. This position is the ‘primordial’ view of
nations, meaning ‘existing from the beginning.

On the other hand, a modernist approach links
nations to more recent ideas of self-determination.
From this perspective, nations are made rather
than found. They may indeed draw on ancient
cultures but their core lies in justifying self-gov-
ernment amid a world of states. Nations, after all,
assert statehood and states themselves are products
of modernity (Mann, 1995).

In addition, a national identity serves broader
modern functions. It unites people who do not
know each other but who nonetheless find them-
selves yoked together under common rulers and
markets (Gellner, 1983). It was, for example, only
after the creation of the USA following the
Philadelphia convention of 1787 that an
American identity emerged to supplement loyalty
to the 13 founding states. The American nation
followed the founding of the central government.

As in white, male America, national loyalties
glued large populations together under a veneer of
equality. According to Anderson (1983, p. 49),
this integration was itself made possible by the
modern development of literacy and mass com-
munication using a single national language:

The convergence of capitalism and print tech-
nology on the diversity of human language
created the possibility of a new form of imag-
ined community which set the stage for the
modern nation.

Certainly, many nations have been constructed
in the course of recent struggles. In the nineteenth
and especially the twentieth centuries, many colo-
nial peoples marched to independence under the
banner of national liberation. Often, these
freedom-claiming ‘nations’ were as artificial as the
boundaries originally imposed by colonial rulers.
In a process of nationalism from above, the leaders
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of independence movements sought to construct
national identities on extremely insecure founda-
tions. Even so, the constructions served their
immediate purpose: nationalism did indeed prove
to be the grave-digger of empires (Tivey, 1981).
Dating the precise origin of nations is impossible
but their starring role surely lies in modern times.

Definition

Nationalism, the key ideology of the twentieth
century, is the doctrine that nations are entitled
to self-determination. Gellner (1983, p. 1) writes
that nationalism‘is primarily a political principle,
which holds that the political and national units
should be congruent’The significance of nation-
alism is that it offers one answer to a question
beyond the reach of democracy: who are‘the
people’who are to govern themselves?

Even more than nations themselves, nationalism
is a doctrine of modernity. Like some other ‘isms’,
nationalism emerged in the nineteenth century to
flourish in the twentieth. But unlike some other
ideologies, the principle of nationalism is reassur-
ingly straightforward. It is simply the doctrine that
nations do have a right to determine their own
destiny — to govern themselves. The British philos-
opher John Stuart Mill (1806-73) was an early
advocate of this position. He argued that ‘where
the sentiment of nationality exists in any force
there is a prima facie case for uniting all the
members of the nationality under the same gov-
ernment, and a government to themselves apart’

(Mill, 1861, p. 392).

This principle of national self-determination
proved to be highly influential in the twentieth
century. It provided a justification for redrawing
the map of Europe with the final collapse of the
Austro-Hungarian Empire in 1918. The United
Nations Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
(UNHCHR, 19606) offered further support to the

principle of national self-government:

all peoples have the right to self-determination.
By virtue of that right they freely determine
their political status and pursue their economic,
social and cultural rights.

Nations and states

National identities are a potent political force yet
the aspirations of nationalism have not been fully
achieved. Mill’s hope that each nation should form
its own state remains unfulfilled. Indeed, to
understand contemporary politics, we must
examine the various ways in which nations and
states can combine. Box 1.1 sets out four situa-
tions. The first two rows in the box describe types
of state (nation-state, multinational state) while
the latter two rows denote additional possibilities
for national groups (stateless nation, diaspora).
The first and most straightforward category is
the traditional nation-state. Here each country
contains only the people belonging to its nation.
The French Revolution of 1789 established the
idea that the state should articulate the interests
and rights of citizenry bound together by a shared

BOX 1.1

Nations and states

Description Type of Definition Example

Nation-state State A state with its own nation Iceland

Multinational state State A state with more than one nation Scotland and Wales in the

United Kingdom

Stateless nation Nation A nation which lacks its own state and Palestinians, the Kurds
whose people are spread across several
countries

Diaspora Nation A nation dispersed beyond a home state Jews
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national identity. In today’s world, an example of a
pure nation-state is Iceland — a small country
whose population shares such a well-documented
descent that its birth records provide a perfect lab-
oratory for genetic research. Despite being Mill’s
favoured option, the traditional nation-state is less
dominant today. Nearly 3 per cent of the world’s
population now live outside the country of their
birth and, in consequence, many states have sig-
nificant national minorities (IOM, 2003).

Even though such figures encouraged Anderson
(1996) to pronounce the ‘crisis of the hyphen’, the
nation-state is probably still an appropriate term
when discussing the many countries in which one
nationality remains dominant, politically and
numerically. In France, Germany and Israel, for
example, the state remains rooted in the soil of a
strong national identity despite the presence of
significant minorities — Algerians and Moroccans
in France, Turks in Germany and Palestinians in
Israel (Smooha, 2002). In essence, these countries
remain nation-states, even if they lack the ethnic
homogeneity of Iceland.

The second category in Box 1.1 is the multina-
tional state. In this form, more than one nation is
fundamental to a country’s politics and assimila-
tion to a dominant nationality is not a realistic
option. Britain, for instance, is divided between
English, Welsh, Scottish and Irish nationals;
Canada between English- and French-speakers;
and Belgium between Dutch- and French-
speakers. As these examples demonstrate, multina-
tional states can achieve internal peace and
political stability.

But there are, of course, other cases where
national divisions within a country have led to
conflict. For instance, Balkan states such as Bosnia
and Croatia experienced vicious conflicts between
Croat, Muslim and Serbian national groups in
the1990s. A key issue in comparative politics is to
identify the governing arrangements which con-
tribute most to political stability in multinational
states.

One device available here is to separate citizen-
ship from nationality. This distinction is subtle
but increasingly important. Citizenship refers to
the rights and obligations flowing from member-
ship of a state; it represents a political and legal
status which can, in principle, be shared by people

with different national identities. In this way, citi-
zenship can offer a protective roof under which
different nationalities can live together.

Definition

A citizen is a person accorded the legal rights
and duties flowing from membership of a state.
In contrast to subjects, citizens are related to the
state as equals and their rights are set out in law.
Reflecting the traditions of ancient Greece and
Rome, citizens possess the right and perhaps the
obligation to participate in the affairs of their
republic, including waging its wars (Heater,
1999).

For example, many immigrants from the Indian
subcontinent who have become citizens of the
United Kingdom think of themselves as British
citizens but as Indian or Pakistani, rather than
English, nationals. In a similar way, citizens of the
European Union can now vote in local and
European elections when resident in a member
state other than that of their home nationality
(Day and Shaw, 2002).

The ‘nation of nations in the United States
achieves a similar blend through a different route.
‘Hyphenated Americans’ — immigrants who retain
their traditional national loyalty while also
embracing the citizenship and credo of their new
homeland — are a familiar category in the USA.
Such illustrations show how the capacity to
acquire citizenship, without imposing a specific
national identity, can be a flexible technique of
integration within multinational states.

This book centres on states, whether nation-
states or multinational in character. But there is a
danger in this state-centred approach: namely, that
we ignore how nations can cut across state bound-
aries. Our third category, the stateless nation, refers
to just such a situation. Here a nation lacks a
home state of its own. The Kurds, for example,
have inhabited a mountainous region of Asia for
over 4,000 years and their national identity is
well-established. But the emergence of modern
state frontiers has not proved kind to the Kurds.
The national homeland of Kurdistan is now
divided between Iran, Iraq, Syria and Turkey, with
little immediate prospect of a Kurdish nation-
state.
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The Palestinians are an equally tragic instance of
a stateless nation. After the postwar creation of
Israel, the Palestinians became an uprooted Arab
people, living mainly in refugee camps not just in
traditional areas of Palestine but also in other Arab
countries such as Jordan. However, a sense of
national identity has developed among the
Palestinians, paralleling a growing demand for
statehood. The prospects of their claim succeeding
seem greater than for the Kurds (Telhami, 2001).

Our final category is the diaspora. This term
refers to a group which retains its national identity
despite being widely distributed beyond its home
country. The Jews are the leading case. Since its
creation in 1949, the modern state of Israel has
served as a Jewish homeland. However, the Jewish
diaspora is widely spread, with only a minority of
the world’s Jews living in Israel itself. The Chinese
diaspora, encompassing economically significant
minorities in Malaysia, Thailand and other Asian
countries, is another important example (Luce and
Sevastopulo, 2003).

In Islamic theory, the Muslim world — known as
Dar al-Islam — also forms a single entity which
extends far beyond the religion’s Arabian homeland.
But Islam is not so much a diaspora centred on
Saudi Arabia as a religion which transcends states.
This transnational ethos may have been a back-
ground factor permitting the mobilization of radical
Muslims from a range of countries into interna-
tional terrorist organizations (Mandaville, 2003).

Using modern communications and transport,
the members of a diaspora can keep in touch with
their homeland, illustrating the feasibility of what
Anderson (1998) calls long-distance nationalism.
With increased mobility, these cross-border com-
munities are growing in importance, diluting the
traditional concept of the nation-state.

Power

Power is the currency of politics. Just as money
permits the efficient flow of goods and services
through an economy, so power enables collective
decisions to be made and enforced. Without
power, a government would be as useless as a car
without an engine. Power is the tool that enables
rulers both to serve and to exploit their subjects.

Some authors define politics in terms of power.
For Hay (2002, p. 3), politics is ‘concerned with
the distribution, exercise and consequences of
power’. On such accounts, politics is found not
just in government but also in the workplace, the
family, the university and indeed in any other
arena in which power is exerted. Such a view is
probably too catholic; those who study politics are
primarily interested in the flow of power in and
around the state. Morgenthau’s definition of poli-
tics (1966, p. 63) as concerned with the nature of
power ‘with special emphasis on the power of the
state’ perhaps comes closer to the mark. But all are
agreed that power is central to politics. How then
should power be defined and measured?

One indicator of power is simply the ability of a
community to achieve its aspirations. In this sense,
describing the United States as a powerful country
simply means that it has the capacity to achieve its
objectives. Notice that the emphasis here is on
power fo rather than power over — on the capacity
to achieve goals, rather than to exercise control
over other countries or people (Box 1.2).

BOX 1.2
The language of power

Power The production of intended effects
Power to The ability to achieve one’s goals
Power over The ability to overcome opposition
Incentive- Exerting power through the use of
shaping inducements and threats
Preference- Exerting influence through
shaping persuasion and control of the

climate of opinion

This ‘power to’ approach is associated with the
American sociologist Talcott Parsons (1967). He
interpreted power as the capacity of a government
to draw on the obligations of its citizens so as to
achieve collective purposes such as law and order
and protection of the environment. From this per-
spective, political systems resemble energy sources:
the more power they deliver, the better. After all,
the more powerful the government, the more effec-
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tive it should be at achieving the goals of the com-
munity. For Parsons, political power is a collective
resource rather than an attribute of individuals.

The German-born political theorist Hannah
Arendt (1906-75) made a similar point in defining
power as ‘not just the ability to act but the ability
to act in concert’ (1966, p. 44). A group whose
members are willing to act together possesses more
horsepower — an enhanced capacity to achieve its
goals — than does a group dominated by suspicion
and conflict. Thus Arendt viewed power and vio-
lence as enemies rather than siblings: ‘power and
violence are opposites; where the one rules, the
other is absent. Violence can destroy power; it is
utterly incapable of creating it’ (1966, p. 56).

This view of power has exerted some influence
but remains incomplete. Power, like politics, has a
harder edge. Politics is more than a technical task
of implementing a vision shared by a whole
society. It is also an arena of conflict over which
goals to pursue. Politics is substantially a matter of
whose vision triumphs, a point that must be
reflected in any definition of power. From this per-
spective, power consists of the ability to get one’s
way, to impose one’s opinions, to overcome oppo-
sition. The underlying view of power here assumes
conflict rather than consensus. In Dahl’s famous
definition (1957), power is a matter of getting
people to do what they would not otherwise have
done. Dahl’s definition is neutral as to means;
power is equated with influence, however exerted.

Of course, power and influence can be exerted
by a variety of methods. One form is incentive-
shaping: that is, altering the incentives con-
fronting those subject to power. This can include
the threat of punishment for disobedience or the
promise of reward for acceding to a request. In
either case, A seeks to alter the context within
which B acts rather than B’s overall political views.
American presidents, for example, spend a signifi-
cant amount of time on such activities. They
threaten, bribe and cajole overseas leaders, wealthy
corporations, leading members of Congress and
anyone else who can help them achieve their goals.
Indeed, their success in office depends in part on
the skill with which they shape the incentives
facing other political actors.

But power can also be exerted by shaping prefer-
ences rather than incentives. Here A’s effort goes

into shaping what B wants to achieve rather than
the context within which B behaves. For example,
an American president may seek to persuade the
Secretary-General of the United Nations that the
USA’s intervention in another country’s affairs is
morally justified. Here power shades into influ-
ence, exerted through persuasion by discussion
and debate.

On a wider scale, preference-shaping can taking
the form of controlling the overall climate of
opinion within which preferences are formed.
Here influence arises from agenda-setting: that is,
controlling what issues are addressed and how they
are interpreted. For example, George W. Bush
sought to convince his public that the invasion of
Iraq in 2003 was a response to a threat to
American security; this battle for public opinion
proved to be more prolonged and more difficult
than the initial invasion itself. On a smaller scale,
parents exert influence over their children by
shaping the way they see the world, not just by
directly giving them incentives to behave in a par-
ticular way.

Awareness of this point led Lukes (1974) to con-
clude that A exerts power over B when A affects B
in a manner contrary to B’s interests, even if B is
unaware of the damage caused. So, the manager of
a nuclear power plant that leaks radioactivity into
the surrounding community has exercised power
over the residents, even if the population is
unaware of the contamination. The difficulty here
resides in specifying what a person’s ‘true’ interests
are, a challenging task once we move beyond phys-
ical well-being.

Even so, we must accept that controlling
people’s knowledge and attitudes is the most effi-
cient way to control them. As the French philoso-
pher Michel Foucault (1977) reminded us,
supplying the framework within which an issue is
approached is a potent form of control.

Authority

Authority is a broader notion than power. Where
power is the capacity to act, authority is the right
to do so. Authority gives the holder the right to
exercise power, just as owning property offers the

right to decide how that property is used.
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Authority exists when subordinates acknowledge
the right of superiors to give orders. So a general
may exercise power over enemy soldiers but he
does not have authority over them; this is
restricted to his own forces.

When writers such as Parsons and Arendt argue
that power is a collective resource, they mean that
power is most effective when converted into
authority. Yet authority is more than voluntary
compliance. To acknowledge the authority of
rulers does not mean you agree with their deci-
sions; it means only that you accept their right to
make decisions and your own duty to obey.
Relationships of authority are still hierarchical.

Definition

Authority is the right to rule. Strictly, authority is
the right to act, rather than the power to do so.
However, authority creates its own power so long
as people accept that the authority figure has
the right to make decisions.

The German sociologist Max Weber (1922) pro-
vided a path-breaking analysis of the bases of
authority. He distinguished three ways of vali-
dating political power (see Box 1.3).

The first type is by reference to the sanctity of
tradition. This authority is based on ‘piety for
what actually, allegedly or presumably has always
existed’ (Weber, 1923, p. 296). Traditional rulers
do not need to justify their authority; rather, obe-
dience is demanded as part of the natural order.
For example, monarchs rule because they always
have done so; to demand any further justification
would itself challenge traditional legitimacy — and
would meet a firm response. Traditional authority
is usually an extension of patriarchy: that is, the
authority of the father or the eldest male. Weber
offers several examples of paternal relationships:

patriarchy means the authority of the father, the
husband, the senior of the house, the elder
sibling over the members of the household; the
rule of the master and patron over the
bondsmen, serfs, and freed men; of the lord over
the domestic servants and household officials, of
the prince over house- and court-officials.

(Weber, 1923, p. 296)

BOX 1.3
Weber’s classification of authority
Type Basis Illustration
Traditional ~ Custom and the Monarchy
established way of
doing things
Charismatic  Intense commitment  Many
to the leader and revolutionary
his message leaders
Legal- Rules and procedures; Bureaucracy
rational the office, not the
person

While such illustrations may seem old-fash-
ioned, in reality traditional authority remains the
model for many political relationships, especially
in non-democratic countries. In the Middle East,
for example, ‘government has been personal, and
both civil and military bureaucracies have been
little more than extensions of the leader’ (Bill and
Springborg, 2000, p. 152). The leader takes care
of his followers and so on down the chain. These
relationships are presented as familial but in prac-
tice they are based on inequality: the strong look
after the weak in exchange for their loyalty. When
entire political systems operate on the principle of
traditional, patriarchal authority, they are termed
‘patrimonial’.

Charismatic authority is Weber’s second form of
authority. Here leaders are obeyed because they
inspire their followers, who credit their heroes
with exceptional and even supernatural qualities.
Where traditional authority is based on the past,
charismatic authority spurns history. The charis-
matic leader looks forward, convincing followers
that the promised land is within reach. A key
point here is that, contrary to popular use,
charisma is not for Weber an intrinsic quality of a
leader. Rather, charisma refers to how followers
perceive such figures: as inspirational, heroic and
unique. So there is little point in searching for per-
sonal qualities that distinguish charismatic from
ordinary leaders; rather, the issue is the political
conditions which bring forth a demand for charis-
matic leadership.
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Generally, charismatic leaders emerge in times of
crisis and upheaval. Jesus Christ, Mahatma
Gandhi, Martin Luther King, Adolf Hitler and
Ayatollah Khomeini are illustrations. Khomeini,
for instance, was a Muslim cleric and exiled hero
who returned in triumph to take over the govern-
ment of Iran following the revolutionary over-
throw of the Shah in 1979.

Charismatic authority is short-lived unless it can
be transferred to a permanent office or institution.
‘It is the fate of charisma’, wrote Weber (1922,
p. 129), ‘to recede with the development of per-
manent institutional structures.” This process is
called the routinization of charisma. For example,
Ayatollah Khomeini succeeded in establishing a
theocratic regime (system of government) in Iran,
dominated by the Islamic clergy, which outlasted
the Ayatollah’s death in 1989. But as memories of
the regime’s founder recede, so younger genera-
tions increasingly question the political authority
of religious leaders. Authority in the Iranian theoc-
racy is not fully routinized.

The third and final base for authority in Weber’s
scheme is called legal-rational. Here obedience is
owed to principles rather than to people. The
result is government based on rules, not tradi-
tional or charismatic leaders. Legal-rational
authority inheres in a role or a position, not a spe-
cific person.

Indeed, a major virtue of legal-rational
authority is that it limits the abuse of power.
Because it derives from the office rather than the
person, we can speak of officials ‘going beyond
their authority’. Setting out the extent of an office-
holder’s authority reveals its limits and so provides
the opportunity for redress.

In this way, legal-rational authority is a founda-
tion of individual rights. Weber believed legal-
rational authority was becoming predominant in
the modern world and certainly it has become the
dominant form in established democracies. Indeed
Weber’s homeland of Germany is the best example
of a Rechtsstaat, an entire state based on law.

Legitimacy

We must introduce one final concept in this
chapter: legitimacy. This notion is a close cousin

of authority but there is a significant difference in
the context in which the terms are used.
Legitimacy is normally used in discussing an entire
system of government, whereas authority often
refers to a specific position. When the authority of
a government is widely accepted by those subject
to it, we describe it as legitimate. Thus we speak of
the authority of an official but the legitimacy of a
regime.

Although the word legitimacy comes from the
Latin Jegitimare, meaning to declare lawful, legiti-
macy is much more than mere legality. Legality is
a technical matter. It denotes whether a rule was
made correctly — that is, following regular proce-
dures. By contrast, legitimacy is a political ques-
tion. It refers to whether people accept the validity
either of a specific law or, more generally, of the
entire political system.

Definition

A legitimate system of government is one based
on authority:that is, those subject to its rule rec-
ognize its right to make decisions.

Regulations can be legal without being legiti-
mate. For example, the majority black population
in white-run South Africa considered the country’s
apartheid laws to be illegitimate, even though
these regulations were made according to the
country’s then racist constitution. The same could
be said of many laws passed by communist states:
properly passed and even obeyed but not accepted
as legitimate by the people.

While legality is a topic for lawyers, political sci-
entists are more interested in legitimacy: in how a
regime gains and sometime loses public faith in its
right to rule. Legitimacy is judged in the court of
public opinion, not in a court of law.

Legitimacy is a crucial concept in understanding
both the stability and the effectiveness of govern-
ments. In a famous analysis, Lipset (1960, p. 77)
argued that ‘legitimacy involves the capacity of the
political system to engender and maintain the
belief that the existing political systems are the
most appropriate ones for the society’. How
exactly political systems succeed, and sometimes
fail, in creating a perception of their own appro-
priateness is the subject of Chapter 6.
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Ithough we now take for granted the division

of the world into states, we should not assume
that the state always was the dominant principle of
political organization, nor that it always will be.
There was a world before states and, as advocates
of globalization tirelessly point out, there may be a
world after them too (Guéhenno, 1995).

Before the state, formal government consisted,
in the main, of kingdoms, empires and cities.
Some of these units were substantial by any stan-
dards. For example, the ancient Chinese empire
‘proved capable of ruling a population that eventu-
ally grew into the hundreds of millions over a
period of millennia — albeit control was not always
complete and tended to be punctuated by recur-
ring periods of rebellion” (van Creveld, 1999, p.
36). Ancient history quickly disposes of the idea
that all modern states are larger and more stable
than every traditional political system.

Nor does the contemporary democratic state
hold a patent on self-government by free citizens.
Democratic ideas emerged in the classical cities of
Athens and Rome, several centuries before the
birth of Christ, and have merely been recovered
and adapted to modern conditions.

Yet the modern state remains a unique political
form, distinct from all preceding political systems.
Melleuish (2002, p. 335) argues that ‘the develop-
ment of the modern state can be compared to the
invention of the alphabet. It only happened once
but once it had occurred it changed the nature of
human existence for ever.’

Today’s states possess the sovereign authority to
rule a specific territory though their own special-
ized institutions. States form an abstract entity
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with a special legal status, a notion which contrasts
with more personal rule by traditional kings and
emperors. The modern idea of the state developed
in Europe between the sixteenth and eighteenth
centuries. Indeed, the use of the word ‘state” as a
political term only came into common use in
Europe towards the end of this period (Dyson,
1980, p. 26).

In this chapter, we portray some of the historical
and contemporary forces shaping the state. Our
aim is to present the state not just as an abstract
idea but also as a force that has moulded, and is in
turn shaped by, the modern world. We begin by
reviewing the emergence, growth and partial
retreat of the state in its Western heartland. We
then examine the export of the state from its
European home to the rest of the world through
colonialism. With this historical context set, we
turn to two contemporary challenges facing the
state: international organizations and the world
economy.

How the state emerged

The state emerged from the embers of medieval
Europe (¢.1000-¢.1500). In the Middle Ages,
European governance had been dominated by two
institutions, the Roman Church and feudalism,
which together left no room for monarchies to
develop into sovereign states.

The Church formed a powerful transnational
authority placed above mere monarchs. Kings
within the Christian commonwealth were consid-
ered to be secular agents of the Church’s higher
authority (Figgis, 1960). So strong were these
external limits on monarchs that some authors
who believe that global forces are constraining
today’s rulers describe this process as ‘the new
medievalism’ (Slaughter, 1997).

Further, within their nominal territories, kings
were further constrained by feudal noblemen who
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exerted extensive authority over men of lower
rank. In this decentralized national setting, the
king frequently learned that he needed his
noblemen rather more than they needed him
(Strayer, 1965).

The problem before us, then, is to explain how
modern states emerged from this dual configura-
tion of church and feudalism. How did European
states shake off these medieval restraints to
become the defining political units of the modern
world?

War and reformation

If any single force was responsible for the transi-
tion to the modern state, that factor was war. As
Tilly (1975, p. 42) writes, ‘war made the state, and
the state made war’. The introduction of gun-
powder in the fourteenth century transformed
military scale and tactics, as organized infantry
and artillery replaced the knight on horseback.
The result was an aggressive, competitive and
expensive arms race. Between the fifteenth and
eighteenth centuries, military manpower in France
and England grew almost tenfold (Opello and
Rosow, 1999, p. 50).

New technology required fresh thinking from
rulers. Kings needed administrators to recruit,
train, equip and pay for large standing armies.
Reflecting these new benefits of scale, units of rule
increased in size. The number of independent
political units in Europe fell from around 500 in
1500 to just 25 by 1800, as a medieval architec-
ture of principalities, duchies and bishoprics gave
way to a more recognizable framework of larger
countries (Tilly, 1975, p. 24). (Note, however, that
two major European states, Germany and Italy,
did not unify until the second half of the nine-
teenth century.)

With the growth of bureaucracy, local patterns
of administration and justice became more
uniform. Rulers began to establish formal diplo-
matic relations with their counterparts abroad, a
core feature of the contemporary state system. The
outcome was the more centralized monarchies
which developed in England, France and Spain in
the sixteenth century and which flourished in the
seventeenth century. In France, for instance, Louis

XIV of France (7.1643-1715) became known as

the Sun King: the monarch around whom the
realm revolved.

Just as war-making weakened the feudal pillar of
the medieval framework, so the Reformation
destroyed its transnational religious foundations.
From around 1520, Protestant reformers led by
Martin Luther condemned what they saw as the
corruption and privileges of the organized Church.
Their reform movement exerted profound political
consequences, shattering the Christian common-
wealth as war developed between Protestant and
Catholic rulers, notably in the Thirty Years’ War
(1618-48) in German-speaking Europe.

This conflict was finally ended by the Peace of
Westphalia (1648), an important if occasionally
overstated chapter in the book of the state
(Osiander, 2001). Westphalia is considered pivotal
because it permitted rulers themselves to regulate
the public exercise of religion within their king-
doms, thus rendering secular authority superior to
religious edict. The medieval idea of the Church as
a transnational religious authority, superior to
secular rule, fell apart. The threat posed by
Westphalia to papal supremacy doubtless explains
the vigour of Pope Innocent X’s criticisms: ‘null,
void, iniquitous, unjust, damnable, reprobate,
inane, empty of meaning and effect for all time’
(van Creveld, 1999, p. 82).

Sovereignty, contract and consent

As central authority developed in Europe, so did
the need for its theoretical justification. The
crucial innovation here was sovereignty, as later
tamed by the notions of contract and consent. The
French philosopher Jean Bodin (1529-96) made a
crucial contribution to this centralizing ideology.
He argued that within society a single authority
should possess the untrammelled and undivided
power to make laws. In Bodin’s view, the sovereign
— literally, the one seated above — should be
responsible for legislation, war and peace, appoint-
ments, judicial appeals and the currency. Such
concentrated authority is clearly far removed from
the decentralized medieval framework of
Christendom and feudalism.

The English philosopher Thomas Hobbes
(1588-1679) drove the argument forward. He
shared Bodin’s belief in the need for a powerful
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sovereign. Without such a body to enforce the
peace, suggested Hobbes, life would be impover-
ished indeed. But where Bodin’s sovereign still
derived his authority from God, Hobbes’s analysis
was firmly secular. Hobbes located the sovereign’s
authority in a contract between rational individ-
uals seeking protection from each other’s mischief.
If the sovereign failed to deliver social order,
people would no longer be under an obligation to
obey. In this way, the sovereign serves the people,
no longer the other way round, and religion
becomes entirely a matter of inner conviction.

So, if Bodin was post-medieval in his thinking,
Hobbes represents the first of the moderns. As
Skinner (1978, p. 349) puts it, ‘by the seventeenth
century, we may be said to enter the modern
world: the modern theory of the state remains to
be constructed, but its foundations are complete’.

The vision of a government made by and for the
governed was developed by John Locke (1632—
1704), an English philosopher whose thinking
shaped one influential interpretation of the
Western state: namely, the liberal vision underpin-
ning the American revolution. Locke argued that
citizens possess natural rights to life, liberty and
property. These rights must be protected by rulers
governing through law. Citizens consent to obey
the laws of the land, if only by tacit means such as
accepting the protection which law provides. But
citizens can withdraw their consent, and institute
new magistrates, should rulers violate the natural
rights of the citizens.

As if to mark the transition from traditional
kingdoms to modern states, Locke further insisted
that political rulers are not just benevolent father-
figures caring for a notional household. Rather,
political relationships are based on contract and
consent. In Locke’s writing, we see a modern
account of the liberal state, with society placed
before government and sovereignty limited by
popular consent.

These ideas of sovereignty, contract and consent
were reflected, in contrasting ways, in the two
most momentous and tangible affirmations of
modernity: the American and French revolutions.
The American Revolution, in which the colonists
established their independence from Britain and
went on to create the United States, gave sub-
stance to Locke’s liberal interpretation of the state.

Thus, the Declaration of Independence (1776)
boldly declared that governments derive ‘their just
authority from the consent of the governed” while
the American constitution (drafted 1787)
famously begins, “We, the people of the United
States’.

However, it was the French Revolution (1789)
that made the most ambitious and radical attempt
to reinterpret sovereignty in democratic terms.
Finer (1997, p. 1516) has no doubt as to the revo-
lution’s significance, describing it as ‘the most
important single event in the entire history of gov-
ernment’.

In essence, the French mapped out the contours
of modern democracy. Where the American
federal government remained strictly limited in its
authority, the French revolutionaries regarded a
centralized, unitary state as the sovereign expres-
sion of a nation consisting of citizens with equal
rights. As national identity joined forces with the
state in this way, so sovereignty — once the device
used by monarchs to establish their supremacy
over popes and princes — was reinterpreted for a
new democratic age. These principles were
expressed in the Declaration of the Rights of Man
and the Citizen, a document which served as pre-
amble to the constitution of 1791 and which
Finer describes as ‘the blueprint of virtually all
modern states’ (Box 2.1).

The Western state

With the French Revolution, the theoretical
underpinnings of the Western democratic state
were, in essence, complete. The detailed construc-
tion work was completed in the nineteenth and
the first three quarters of the twentieth centuries,
supported by growing nationalist sentiment. Only
late in the twentieth century, and in the twenty-
first, did the state begin to contract.

Expansion

Externally, the cage of the state became more
precise during the nineteenth century, especially in
Europe. Borders slowly turned into barriers as
precise maps marked out defined frontiers.
Lawyers established that a state’s territory should
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BOX 2.1
Declaration of the Rights and
Duties of Man and the Citizen
(1789), Articles 1-6

1. Men are born and remain free and equal in rights.
Social distinctions may be based only on consid-
erations of the common good.

2. The aim of every political institution is the preser-
vation of the natural and imprescriptible rights of
man.These rights are liberty, property, security
and resistance to oppression.

3. The source of all sovereignty lies essentially in the
Nation. No corporation or individual may exercise
any authority that does not expressly emanate
from it.

4. Liberty is the capacity to do anything that does
not harm others.Hence the only limitations on
the individual’s exercise of his natural rights are
those which ensure the enjoyment of these same
rights to other members of society.These limits
can be established only by legislation.

5. The law is entitled to forbid only those actions
which are harmful to society. Nothing not for-
bidden by legislation may be prohibited and no
one may be compelled to do what the law does
not ordain.

6. Law is the expression of the general will. All citi-
zens have a right to participate in shaping it
either in person, or through their representatives.
It must be the same for all, whether it punishes or
protects.

Source: Article 6 above is an extract. For the concept of the
general will mentioned in that clause, see Rousseau (1762). For
the Declaration’s full text, see Finer (1997, p. 1538) or
http://www.elysee.fr/ang/instit.

extend into the sea by the reach of a cannonball
and, later, above its land to the flying height of a
hot-air balloon (Palan, 2002). Reflecting this new
concern with state boundaries, passports were
introduced in Europe during the First World War.
To travel across frontiers became a rite of passage,
involving the formal permission of state officials as
expressed by a stamp in a passport. Such docu-
ments remained necessary for overseas travel at
least until some member states of the European
Union abolished mutual border controls in 1990

(Anderson, 1997).

Internally, government functions began to
expand. Many tasks we now take for granted as
public responsibilities only emerged in the nine-
teenth century. These included policing, elemen-
tary education, gathering statistics and factory
regulation.

For most of the twentieth century, Western
states bore ever deeper into their societies (Box
2.2). Once again, this expansion was fuelled by
the demands of war. The First (1914-18) and
Second (1939-45) World Wars were total con-
flicts, demanding unparalleled mobilization of cit-
izens, economies and societies. These campaigns
were fought by massive forces equipped with the
industrial weapons of tanks, planes and bombs.
Such conflicts were extraordinarily expensive. As a
result, tax revenues as a proportion of national
product almost doubled in Western states between
1930 and 1945 (Steinmo, 2003, p. 213). The
twentieth century was an era of war and therefore
a century of the state.

Yet the onset of peace in 1945 did not initially
lead to a corresponding reduction in the role of
the state. Rather, Western governments sought to
apply their enhanced administrative skills to
domestic requirements, taking responsibility for
managing the overall economy with the aim of
securing full employment. In Europe, the warfare
state gave way to the welfare state, with govern-
ments accepting direct responsibility for pro-
tecting their citizens from the scourges of illness,
unemployment and old age (Flora and Heiden-
heimer, 1981). In this way, the state led a postwar
settlement which integrated full employment and
public welfare with an economy in which the
private sector continued to play a substantial part.

Contraction

The expansion of the state proved to be expensive
and ultimately unaffordable. By 1975, the propor-
tion of national income which West European
countries devoted to public social expenditure
reached 30 per cent, a tenfold increase compared
to 1900 (Pierson, 1998). With social democratic
governments redistributing income in the name of
greater equality, the top rate of income tax in
Western countries reached an inhibiting 63 per
cent by the mid-1970s (Steinmo, 2003, p. 221).
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BOX 2.2

Aspect Definition

Aspects of the growth of the Western state, 1789-1975

Examples

Centralization

Standardization  Greater uniformity within society

Force
Mobilization

Differentiation
distinct from society

Source: Adapted from Clarke (1995), Table 1,p.12.

The centralization of power over a specified territory

Strengthened monopoly of legitimate force
Increased capacity to extract resources from society

State institutions and employees are increasingly

Functions Growth in the state’s tasks and its intervention in
society
Size Expansion of the state’s budget and personnel

Law enforcement, border controls

Common language, standard
weights and measures, consistent
time zones

National police force
Taxation, conscription

The idea of ‘public service’

War-making, welfare provision

Growth of public sector

As public employment continued to expand, so
financial pressures mounted. Following the oil
crises of the 1970s, speculation even began to
emerge about whether governments might go
bankrupt. Rather like the empires of old, no
sooner had the Western state reached its full extent
than it began to look overstretched.

In consequence, the final decades of the twen-
tieth century witnessed some retreat of the state,
particularly in English-speaking countries where
the conservative agenda linked with Ronald
Reagan (American president, 1980-88) and
Margaret Thatcher (British prime minister,
1979-90) gained ground. State-owned industries
were sold, welfare provision was trimmed and the
state increasingly sought to supply public services
indirectly, using private contractors. Significantly,
military demands were for once consistent with a
diminished state: spending on the armed forces
declined after the end of the Cold War.

To be sure, the retreat of the state was less pro-
nounced in continental Europe than in the Anglo-
American world. Even in the English-speaking
democracies, only time will tell whether the state’s
role has evolved — from producer to regulator —
rather than declined. But as the violent twentieth
century approached its unusually peaceful end,

some commentators discerned a fundamental shift
in the approach of the state. Rather than waging
war and providing welfare, the state began to focus
on meeting the challenges of an increasingly open
world economy. Just as medieval kings had plied
their restricted trade in the transnational frame-
work of Christendom, so modern governments, it
was alleged, had fallen victim to a new master:

globalization (Cerny, 1990).

The post-colonial state

The state was born in Europe and then exported
to the rest of the world by colonial powers,
notably Britain, France and Spain. As Opello and
Rosow (1999, p. 161) write, ‘it is impossible to
understand the development of modern states
without taking into account the way European
states constructed an interconnected global order
by means of conquest, trade, religious conversion
and diplomacy’. Of all Europe’s exports, the state
is perhaps the most important.

Most states in the world (including, of course,
the USA) are former colonies. Countries without a
history as a colony, leaving aside the ex-colonial
powers themselves, are few and far between: they
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include Japan and Thailand in Asia, Ethiopia in
Africa and Iran in the Middle East. In addition, a
few former empires — notably Russia and China —
have redefined themselves as states to fit the
demands of the current state-based international
system (Oksenberg, 2001).

While the state form may have been successfully
exported from Europe, its substance has rarely fol-
lowed. In many post-colonial countries, the state
has been superimposed on traditional ethnic,
regional and religious divisions. Often, the state
becomes a prize for which the traditional leaders of
such groups compete, resulting in a lack of
autonomy for the state from social interests. In
these circumstances, the state is more a resource to
be fought over than an actor in the fight
Government institutions are fragmented and the
state as a whole lacks the coherence and drive of its
European forebears. This contrasting role of the
state is the key political contrast between European
and post-colonial countries.

How then colonies emerge into statehood?
Described by Crawford (2002) as the largest single
change in world politics over the last five hundred
years, this process took place in four waves spread
over two centuries (Box 2.3). The retreat from

empire by European powers after 1945 was cer-
tainly the largest of these waves but by no means
the only one.

The first wave of decolonization occurred early
in the nineteenth century, in the Spanish and
Portuguese territories of Latin America. Prompted
by the American and French revolutions, these
early wars of independence resulted in 15 new sov-
ereign states. But these early battles for self-deter-
mination had been initiated by a white economic
elite in the colony’s capital. The wealth of this class
derived from stringent control of large indigenous
populations extracting commodities for export.

In Latin America, the outcome of independence
was not a Western-style constitutional state legit-
imized by a contract between citizens and subject
to their consent. Rather, the result was continued
economic exploitation of native workforces within
deeply unequal societies governed by autocrats
lacking direct control over the interior (McCreery,
2002). These authoritarian traditions remain
significant in Latin America today, even though
most such countries have now embraced formal
democracy.

The second and perhaps neglected wave of post-
colonial statehood emerged in Europe and the

BOX 2.3

Wave of
decolonization

Main imperial
powers

States from empires: waves of decolonization

Main locations of
colonies and
imperial territories

Approximate number
of new states created
by decolonization

Examples of newly
independent states

* SeeTable 4.1 (p. 54) for a full list

1810-38 Spain, Portugal Latin America 15 Argentina, Brazil

After the Ottoman, Austro- Europe (beyond 12 Austria, Finland,

1914-18 Hungarian and its Western core), Poland, Turkey

war Russian empires Middle East

1944-84 UK, France, Mainly Africa, Asia 94 Algeria, Angola,
Belgium, Portugal and the Caribbean Congo, India,

Jamaica
1991 Russia Soviet Union 15 Kazakhstan, Latvia,

republics (East
Europe, Central Asia)

Sources: Adapted from Derbyshire and Derbyshire (1999) and Opello and Rosow (1999).

Ukraine*
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Middle East with the final collapse of the multina-
tional and religiously diverse Austro-Hungarian,
Ottoman and Russian empires around the end of
the First World War. The principle of national self-
determination, espoused by American President
Woodrow Wilson and reflected by nationalist sen-
timent within the imperial territories themselves,
played a key role in redrawing the map of Europe.

Thus, the Austro-Hungarian Empire dissolved
into five separate states: Austria, Hungary, Poland,
Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia. Turkey, the his-
toric core of the Ottoman Empire, became a sov-
ereign state in 1923. Ottoman territories in the
Middle East, including Iraq and Palestine, were
placed under British or French control under
mandates from the new League of Nations. The
Russian Revolution of 1917 provided an opportu-
nity for Finland, Estonia, Georgia, Latvia,
Lithuania and Ukraine to achieve at least tempo-
rary independence.

With the exception of Turkey, however, the
outcome was rarely strong and stable statehood.
Most of these new states were multinational in
composition; Czechoslovakia, for example, com-
bined Czechs and Slovaks. National identities
overwhelmed the limited history of independent
statechood. Eventually, most of these countries
were incorporated into Hitler's Germany or the
Soviet Union (Batt, 2003). It was only with the
collapse of communism in the 1990s and the
entry of many of these post-colonial countries into
the European Union in 2004 that independent
statehood seemed finally to be assured.

The third and largest wave of state creation
occurred after 1945, with the retreat from empire
by European states diminished by war. The exem-
plar was Indian independence, achieved in 1947;
many other colonies, in Africa, Asia, the Middle
East (including Iraq again) and the Caribbean, fol-
lowed suit. This wave of decolonization grew into
a veritable tsunami. Over 90 new independent
states were created between 1944 and 1984,
around half the world’s current total (Derbyshire
and Derbyshire, 1999). As a result, about one in
two of the world’s countries have existed as inde-
pendent states for less than a century.

It is in this group of states that the colonial legacy
is most pronounced, with ethnic groups strength-
ened by imperial classification battling to control

the resources of the government. Once the contest
is won, the dominant group or individual sees the
state as a mine to be exploited. The victor distrib-
utes resources to its supporters, often copying the
coercive ruling style of the departing power. The
result is governance far removed from that found in
Western states (Werbner and Ranger, 1996).

The fourth and final wave of state formation
occurred in the final decade of the twentieth
century, with the collapse of communism. The
Baltic states, and a dozen soviet satellites in East
Europe such as Hungary, Poland and Romania,
achieved effective independence with the dissolu-
tion of the communist bloc previously dominated
by the Soviet Union. In addition, the Soviet Union
itself — in effect, a Russian empire — dissolved into
15 successor states, including the Ukraine,
Uzbekistan and of course Russia itself (Table 4.1,
p. 54).

The experience of these new post-communist
states has been mixed. In the Baltic region, states
such as Lithuania have gained economic and polit-
ical stability from their proximity to the European
Union. However, central Asian republics such as
Uzbekistan show a more typical post-colonial
pattern: small size, ethnic division, pre-industrial
economies and autocratic rule. In the successor
states to the Soviet Union, these problems are gen-
erally reinforced by the absence of any pre-colonial
experience as an independent state (White ez 4/,
2003).

Overall, then, the contrasts between West
European parent states and their post-colonial
progeny are deep-rooted. Post-colonial states rarely
possess the hard edge which their European fore-
bears acquired during their own long and violent
development. This contrast can be seen in the
treatment of borders. While European states were
keen to mark off their own frontiers, they invented
borders for their colonies which bore little relation
to natural or social features. For instance, almost
half the boundaries of African states today contain
at least one straight section and many national
borders are treated with indifference by govern-
ment and people alike. Some are completely
unguarded, hardly the sign of a state concerned to
demonstrate its sovereignty over a defined territory.
Sovereignty remains important as a title of state-
hood, securing international recognition and access



24 FOUNDATIONS

profle THE WORLD

Population: 63 bn (2003 estimate),
increasing by about 1.2 per cent per
year.

Population composition: Asian 58 per
cent; African 12 per cent; European 10
per cent; North American 5 per cent.

Life expectancy: 64 years (male 62;
female 70).

Literacy: 77 per cent (male 83 per cent;
female, 71 per cent).

HIV/Aids infection: 40 million,
increasing by about 5 million per year.

Gross world product (GWP): about $49
trillion, increasing by 2.7 per cent in
2002.

Composition of GWP: agriculture 4 per

Language: Mandarin 17 per cent;
English 6 per cent; Hindu 6 per cent;
Spanish 6 per cent.

Religion: Christian 33 per cent
(including Catholic 17 per cent);
Muslim 20 per cent; No religion 15 per
cent; Hindu 13 per cent.

Unemployment: in the developing
world about 30 per cent unemployed
or underemployed; in the developed
world typically 4 per cent-12 per cent
unemployment.

Inequality: the richest 20 per cent
receive about 80 per cent of the
world’s income; the poorest 20 per
cent receive about 2 per cent of the

Environment: Depletion of minerals,
forests, soil, wetlands, amimal and
plant species and ozone layer. Global
warming producing adverse changes
to the climate.

Number of states: 1972 - 150;2002 -
192.

Number of democracies: 1988 - 66;
1993 -99;1998 - 117;2002 - 121.
Number of free countries: 1988 - 58;
1998 - 81;2002 - 89 (covering 46 per

cent of the population).

cent, industry 32 per cent, services 64 world’s income.

per cent.

Following the Second World War, the planet under-
went a sequence of political changes lasting into the
final decade of the twentieth century.First, with decol-
onization, a world of empires gave way to a world of
states. Second, many of these newly independent
countries experienced military coups as the army
seized power, often with the implicit or explicit
support of a superpower. Third, the collapse of commu-
nism, and thus the end of the Cold War, created more
authentic independence for former client states of the
Soviet Union, leaving the USA as the world’s only
superpower. Finally, the retreat of the generals and of
ruling communist parties led to a remarkable flow-
ering of freedom and democracy in many countries.

But even in the early years of the twenty-first century it
would be simplistic to imagine that the globe now con-
sists of free, democratic, sovereign and peaceful states.
The Arab and Muslim worlds remain enclaves of eco-
nomic stagnation under authoritarian rulers, fuelling
historically grounded resentment against the West and
underpining terrorism within and beyond the region.

China, the world’s most populous country, remains
under the direction of a political if no longer commu-
nist elite even as it emerges as a global economic force.
Many smaller post-colonial countries, particularly in
Africa, combine impoverishment with weak govern-
ment control over society, creating conditions for
ethnic conflict both within and across state boundaries.

Even the countries of the developed world are
becoming caught in a web of connections between
and beyond states that challenge traditional ideas of
sovereignty. A huge expansion of international com-
merce in the second half of the twentieth century
forced even the wealthiest countries to pay more
attention to international competition and multina-
tional corporations. As the Cold War ended, most
countries formed regional trade associations with
their neighbours while the oldest states of all devel-
oped the European Union, a unique amalgam of inter-
governmental and federal principles.

There can be little doubt that such connections
between states will need to deepen if the world is to
overcome American indifference to the global envi-
ronmental problems, including global warming, which
will surely move up the political agenda as the
twenty-first century unfolds.

Sources: CIA World Factbook,
http://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook; Freedom House,
http://www.freedomhouse.org.; Financial Times, 28 November 2003.

Note: Most figures are estimates for 2002 or 2003; some are for earlier
years.

Further reading: Kennedy (1994), Lechner and Boli
(2003), Meadows (1994).
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to aid, while deterring some invaders (Serensen,
2004, p. 117). But the tditle’s significance rests
largely in its symbolic value.

Internally, too, the rulers of many post-colonial
states — particularly in Africa — find that their pen-
etration through their territory is limited. Control
may not extend far beyond the capital, with gov-
ernment outposts falling under the influence of
local strongmen. The state is not so much a
coherent actor as an arena in which groups and
individuals jostle for control over particular min-
istries and local offices (Migdal, 2001). The
authority of political rulers is sometimes subject to
further competition from criminal gangs such as
drug cartels in Colombia or vigilante groups in
Africa. In view of such difficulties, Englebert
(2002) suggests that in Africa territorial restruc-
turing may be needed to bring about long-term
and sustainable development.

Certainly, post-colonial states possess economic
as well as political problems. Most are not just
young but also small and poor, with unbalanced
economies overdependent on the export price of a
single commodity. While a few such states possess
a rich endowment of natural resources, even this
apparent advantage can turn into a resource curse
as politicians compete to control commodities
such as oil and minerals so as to obtain resources
to distribute as patronage, thus unbalancing devel-
opment (Luong and Weinthal, 2001).

So the capacity, autonomy and stability of most
post-colonial governments are more restricted
than in Western Europe, where states drew on pre-
vious traditions of central authority to develop as
sophisticated taxing, war-making and welfare
machines. The contrasts with Europe are too great
to justify the easy prediction that post-colonial
states will in due course develop along European
lines. As far as the state is concerned, Latouche’s
(1996) “Westernization of the world may be
limited to form rather than substance.

The state and international
organizations

No state is an island entire unto itself. The first
wave of states originated in the requirement to
raise men and taxes for foreign wars; later waves

emerged from the end of empires; and contempo-
rary states continue to be buffeted by international
and global winds. So, as Krasner (1999, p. 13)
reminds us, ‘globalization is not new, challenges to
the authority of the state are not new, transna-
tional flows are not new’.

But the nature and complexity of the external
challenges confronting states have altered. Where
medieval rulers in Europe had to contend with the
Christian commonwealth, their equivalents today
must respond to a range of newer forces. These
include:

P regional bodies such as the European Union

P intergovernmental organizations such as the
International Monetary Fund

» multinational corporations such as Microsoft

P international terrorist groups such as al-Qaeda

P a massive growth of international trade in
goods and currencies in the second half of the
twentieth century.

In the remainder of this chapter, we examine
how the international and global context impinges
on the operation of contemporary states, focusing
on two key areas: international organizations and
the global economy. In both areas, we will see how
these transnational forces bear far more heavily on
post-colonial developing countries than on the
developed states of the West.

Definition

Waters (2000) defines globalization as‘a process
in which the constraints of geography on social
and cultural arrangements recede and in which
people become increasingly aware that they are
receding.

Intergovernmental organizations

The majority of established states belong to most
of the 250 or so intergovernmental organizations
(IGOs) which now populate the international
environment (Figure 2.1). These include the mul-
tiple agencies of the United Nations system, such
as the International Labour Organization and the
World Health Organization (WHO). At the very
least, belonging to so many IGOs complicates the
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task of governance for states. They must arrange to
pay their subscriptions, attend meetings, identify
their national interests, consult with domestic
interest groups, initiate some proposals, respond
to others and implement agreements. Such activi-
ties dilute the distinction between domestic and
foreign policy and give an international dimension
to many, perhaps most, government activities.

400

300

100

Number of intergovernmental
organizations
N
o
o
1

0
1900 1925 1950 1975 2000

Source: Data from the Union of International Organizations at
http://www.uia.org/statistics/ using the series for conventional organiza-
tions.

Figure 2.1 Number of intergovermental
organizations, 1909-97

What, though, is the broader impact of IGOs?
Have they acquired some of the policy-making
role of national governments or do they just
express the interests and values of the most pow-
erful states?

One perspective on IGOs is that they have
become important political actors, exerting signifi-
cant influence over their member governments,
including those in the developed world. After all,
setting up an IGO creates a body with its own
employees and agenda. IGOs may be created by
states — indeed, they may be the state ‘gone global’
— but, like children, they grow up to develop their
own interests and perspectives.

For developing countries in particular, the poli-
cies of such bodies as the International Monetary
Fund impinge directly on domestic policies. For
instance, when the SARS virus began to spread
from China in 2003, intervention by the World
Health Organization soon led China to revise its
initial evasiveness about the illness. An authori-
tarian government found it could not adopt the

same indifference to the international community
as it practised with its own people.

Definition

Intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) are
bodies whose members include states.|GOs are
established by treaty and usually operate by
consent, with a permanent secretariat. They
include single purpose entities such as the
International Telecommunications Union (estab-
lished 1875), regional organizations such as the
European Union and universal bodies such as
the United Nations.

International non-governmental organiza-
tions (usually called NGOs) are private institu-
tions with members or groups drawn from more
than one country. Examples are the International
Red Cross, Greenpeace and the Catholic Church.

Furthermore, even though most IGOs lack an
enforcement mechanism, most states do comply
with IGO decisions. The mechanisms of 1GO
governance — conferences, discussions, treaties and
pronouncements — are characteristic of modern
politics; they are an appropriate response to global
problems by an international community lacking a
world government. IGOs may be less visible than
states, and they certainly lack the legitimacy of
direct election, but these points hardly justify the
conclusion that IGOs are politically tame. In
times of peace, the IGO network spins a web of
constraints around even the strongest states.

There is, though, a more critical reading of
IGOs: namely, that they are mere decoration
designed to conceal the continued pursuit of
national self-interest, particularly by the one
remaining superpower. For example, when
President George W. Bush failed to achieve a
second UN resolution authorizing military inter-
vention in Iraq in 2003, his decision was simple:
invade anyway. Operating under the United
Nations brand, as President Bush did during the
Gulf War in 1991, would have been useful but
was not deemed essential. Thus, sceptics of IGO
influence allege that IGOs do not govern states; at
most, dominant states govern through IGOs. As a
rule, strong states comply with IGO recommenda-
tions because they only commit themselves to

what they are already doing (Downs e al., 1996).
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So a state-centred position is that leading coun-
tries remain dominant, only agreeing in IGOs to
what is in their national interest. At most, IGOs
are arenas through which states influence each
other, and through which stronger states exert
authority over their weaker brethren.

BOX 2.4
Some key acronyms in the global
order

EMU European Monetary Union

EU European Union

FTA Free trade association

IGO Intergovernmental organization
IMF International Monetary Fund
MNC Multinational corporation

NAFTA North American Free Trade Association
NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organization

NGO Non-governmental organization
SARS Severe acute respiratory syndrome
UN United Nations

WHO World Health Organization
WTO World Trade Organization

While sceptics are surely correct to suggest that
strong states retain most of their traditional
autonomy, it is also the case that IGOs return spe-
cific benefits to their members, enhancing their
ability to achieve shared goals:

» Membership of universal organizations, espe-
cially the UN, confirms to all and sundry that
national rulers have acquired statehood and
sovereignty.

» IGOs help to endorse unpopular policies, pro-
viding national governments with both a con-
science and a scapegoat: ‘of course, we don'
want to close your steel mill but the European
Union insists on it

» IGOs perform useful functions. Everyone gains
from a world telephone network and from safer
nuclear power.

Whether or not IGOs exert power over states,
they have certainly affected the balance of forces
within them. Specifically, IGOs tend to fragment
national policy-making. In part this is because a

club-like spirit often develops among ministers in
‘their’ IGO. For instance, finance ministers — never
popular at home — are among friends at meetings
of bodies such as the International Monetary
Fund. In this way IGOs lessen the fragile cohesion
of national executives and perhaps even contribute
to the emergence of a transnational political elite
(Sklair, 2003). As a Dutch minister of agriculture
said about the European Union,

In the Dutch Council of Ministers I met the
ministers from the departments, and I had to
defend the farmers’ interest against other inter-
ests, but in the European Council of Ministers
[an EU body] I met only other ministers of agri-
culture, and we all agreed on the importance of

agriculture.
(Andeweg and Galen, 2002, p. 169)

Given that IGOs tends to fragment national
political systems, we must ask which governing
institutions gain, and which lose, from interde-
pendence. Among the winners are the executive
and the bureaucracy (Box 2.5). These bodies
provide the representatives who attend IGO meet-
ings and conduct negotiations; they therefore
occupy pole position. Protective interest groups
also benefit, since they provide their government
with the information and expertise it needs to for-
mulate a sensible negotiating position.

BOX 2.5
The impact of IGOs on national
politics: winners and losers

Winners Losers
Executive Legislature
Bureaucracy Parties
Judiciary

Protective interest groups

The judiciary is also growing in significance as a
result of IGO activity, partly because some influ-

ential IGOs such as the World Trade Organization
adopt a highly judicial style, issuing judgements



28 FOUNDATIONS

on the basis of reviewing cases. In addition,
national judges are increasingly willing to use
international agreements to strike down the poli-
cies of their home government.

As for losers, the most significant is surely the
legislature, which may only learn of an interna-
tional agreement after the government has signed
up to it. In some countries, Australia for one,
international treaties are an executive preserve,
enabling government to bypass the assembly by
signing treaties on proposals opposed by parlia-
ment.

Political parties, too, seem to have lost ground
under pressure from [GOs. Like assemblies, their
natural habitat is the state, not the international
conference. While party groupings have developed
in the EU, these are loose groupings lacking the
cohesion and drive of national parties.

Regional organizations

Regional bodies are a specific form of IGO in
which neighbouring governments join together for
common purposes, most often trade. These agree-
ments have multiplied in number and significance
since the end of the Cold War as countries which
once sheltered under the skirts of a superpower
have turned to their neighbours to find a response
to international economic pressures.

So what can a focus on regional organizations
add to our understanding of the relationship
between IGOs and states? Most regional associa-
tions are simple free trade areas, with little
prospect of institutional development. Their
purpose is to secure gains from trade for their
members without compromising political sover-
eignty. For that reason, their political impact is
likely to be unplanned and indirect.

The North American Free Trade Association
(NAFTA) is an example. Over a 15-year period
beginning in 1994, NAFTA secks to eliminate
trade tariffs between two developed states, the
USA and Canada, and a developing economy,
Mexico. Even though the agreement does not
compromise traditional ideas of sovereignty, its
establishment was controversial. American unions
feared that free trade with Mexico would cause a
migration of jobs to low-cost assembly sites on the
Mexican side of the border. In a famous phrase,

the independent politician Ross Perot referred to
the ‘great sucking sound’ of jobs being pulled
down to Mexico. When even simple free trade
areas create such debate, attempts at formal polit-
ical integration between neighbouring countries
are likely to be impossible in most circumstances.

Even the European Union, undoubtedly the
most developed example of regional integration in
the modern world, illustrates the problems of
deepening integration. The effort to establish a
common currency among some member states,
though ultimately successful, is one illustration.
German citizens in particular judged that the
introduction of the euro in 2002 provided an
opportunity for businesses to put up prices, a per-
ception that no doubt reflected traditional
national pride in the Deutschmark. As always, the
specific, short-term costs of change proved more
visible than the general, long-term benefit.

Just as IGOs are often conceived as an out-
growth of state power, so regional integration in
particular flourishes on the foundation provided
by strong and stable states. The cornerstone of
regional integration is established democracies
capable of making, implementing and sustaining
agreements with other countries. States make
regions at least as much as regions limit states. As

Hurrell (1995, p. 354) puts it,

It is no coincidence that the most elaborate
examples of regionalism have occurred in regions
where state structures remain relatively strong
and where the legitimacy of both frontiers and
regimes is not widely called into question.

The European Union is a good example: stable
democracies have come together, pooling some
sovereignty, to create a regional body with unique
powers. The regional organization with the most
elaborate institutions was constructed on the con-
tinent which invented statehood.

By contrast, when a country faces severe internal
tensions, it is unlikely to be able to build regional
alignments. For example, the post-soviet republics
which formed the Commonwealth of Indepen-
dent States in 1991 were so preoccupied with
domestic difficulties that they had little spare
capacity to develop their association in any mean-
ingful way.
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Like other IGOs, most regional organizations
lack the legitimacy that only direct election can
provide. In contrast to established democracies,
they suffer from a ‘democratic deficit’ which limits
their legitimacy and even their visibility to
national populations (Dahl, 1999). Thus the
European Union may prove to be a false model for
the rest of the world. Certainly, it seems unlikely

that the turn to economic regions in today’s world
will result in political federations of the type estab-
lished in the USA in the eighteenth century. As
NAFTA shows, moving towards a free trade zone
does not require political integration. Regional
free trade agreements need only limited sup-
porting organization.

The European Union is the world’s most devel-
oped example of regional integration. It repre-
sents a deliberate attempt by European politicians
to bring peace to a continent with a long history
of war. From modest beginnings in the 1950s, the
Union has developed its institutions, acquired con-
siderable policy-making authority, reduced
national barriers to trade, established a new cur-
rency and broadened its membership.

1951 Treaty of Paris signed by France, West
Germany, Italy, Belgium, the Netherlands
and Luxembourg. This set up the European
Coal and Steel Commission (ECSC) which
included a supranational High Authority.

1957 The ECSC members sign the Treaty of
Rome, establishing the European

Economic Community (EEC) and Euratom.

1965 The Merger Treaty combines the ECSC, EEC

and Euratom.

1973 Britain, Denmark and Ireland join the EEC.

1979 The European Monetary System (EMS) is
agreed, linking currencies to the European
Currency Unit (ECU).First direct Europe-
wide elections to the European Parliament

held.

1981 Greece joins the EEC.

1986 Spain and Portugal join the EEC.Signing of
the Single European Act, to streamline
decision-making and set up a single

market by 1992.

50YEARS OF
THE EUROPEAN UNION

1992 Treaty of Maastricht launches provisions
for Economic and Monetary Union (EMU)
and replaces the EEC with the European

Union (EU) from 1993.

1994 Austria, Finland and Sweden join the EU.

1997 Treaty of Amsterdam agrees to extend the
Union’s role in justice and home affairs and
to enhance the authority of the European

Parliament.

1999 Launch of European Monetary Union
(EMU), irrevocably linking 11 (now 12)
national currencies to the euro.The euro is

launched as a virtual currency.

2000 Treaty of Nice agrees on institutional
reforms to prepare for enlargement,
including a reallocation of member states’
voting power and a reduction in the issues

requiring unanimity.

2002 National currencies are withdrawn within

the eurozone.

2003 Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Estonia,
Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland,
Slovakia and Slovenia sign an accession

treaty to join the EU in 2004.

2003 Publication of a draft constitution for

Europe.

Note: Nomenclature of the ‘European Union’ has varied over time,
reflecting institutional and constitutional developments. For a map,
seep.173.
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Non-governmental organizations

As private and unofficial bodies lacking the status
offered by a membership of governments, we
might expect international non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) to exert less influence on
domestic politics than IGOs. This conclusion is
probably justified, at least for the more powerful
states. However NGO impact on post-colonial
countries can be considerable. Leading NGOs
such as the Red Cross and Médecins Sans
Fronti¢res can apply substantial pressure in coun-
tries where the international community is already
engaged in supplying services as a result of civil
war or humanitarian crisis (Adams, 2003).

In such conditions, NGOs have become impor-
tant actors as executors of IGO, especially United
Nations, policy. By the mid-1990s, over 10 per
cent of all public development aid was distributed
through NGOs, compared to less than 1 per cent
in 1970 (Weiss and Gordenker, 1996). About 10
super-NGOs, including CARE, Save the Children
and Oxfam, dominate the distribution of aid in
complex emergencies.

In acting as UN subcontractors, NGOs can in
some ways substitute for government. For
instance, NGOs coordinated primary education in
northern Sri Lanka after civil war started there in
1987. As a channel for distributing aid and imple-
menting associated policy, NGOs possess clear
attractions to outside donors: they are more effi-
cient and less corrupt than many domestic govern-
ments and they are also more sensitive to local
political conditions than are military forces.

All this gives NGOs considerable clout in the
least developed countries on which aid is concen-
trated. Fernando and Heston (1997, p. 8) go so
far as to suggest that ‘NGO activity presents the
most serious challenge to the imperatives of state-
hood in the realms of territorial integrity, security,
autonomy and revenue’. Furthermore, the number
of NGOs has continued to expand over the last 20
years whereas the number of IGOs has fallen
(Figure 2.1, p. 26).

The state in the global economy

While international organizations can provide a
concrete challenge to state authority, the global

economy is a more abstract, but no less important,
influence on national governments. The ‘global
economy’ is a convenient phrase to describe the
growing trend for economic activity to operate
between countries (e.g. international trade) and
even beyond them (e.g. currency trading).
Particularly in the second half of the twentieth
century, international trade grew apace while pro-
duction and especially finance broke free of
national restraints. Has the global economy now
escaped state control, reducing political sover-
eignty to a redundant fiction?

As with other aspects of the global environment,
the impact of an interdependent economy varies
between the economically developed Western
states and the less developed, mainly post-colonial
countries. The global economy presents states in
the developed world with a reasonably favourable
balance of opportunities and threats. But the least
developed countries remain in a dependent posi-
tion, surviving by exporting basic foodstuffs or
minerals in competition with other equally poor
states. We will therefore assess the global
economy’s impact on the developed and devel-
oping worlds separately, beginning with the
affluent West.

Developed countries

Perhaps the main influence of today’s open trading
world on developed states in the West has been to
modify their policy agendas. International compe-
tition remorselessly exposed economic weaknesses
that could be disguised in an era of national
markets and state-owned monopolies. From the
1980s, rulers in many developed states placed
greater emphasis on economic competitiveness
(Cerny, 1990). In a process of competitive deregu-
lation, public ownership has now been reduced by
privatization; budget deficits have been cut back;
corporate and individual tax rates have been
reduced; and opaque share-trading and corporate
reporting requirements have been modified in line
with international (in practice, mainly American)
standards.

Two key channels through which external eco-
nomic forces exert influence in developed states
are multinational corporations (MNCs) and
global financial flows. Consider MNCs. The
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DEBATE

STATE SOVEREIGNTY OR HUMANITARIAN INTERVENTION?

‘The time of absolute exclusive sovereignty has passed;
its theory was never matched by reality.’(Boutros
Boutros-Ghali, speaking in 1992 when Secretary-
General of the United Nations)

The history of the international system has been
based on non-intervention in sovereign states.
International law, for example, makes little reference
to how states should organize themselves internally
(Rich, 2001). This tradition was reinforced during the
Cold War by the division of much of the world into
two opposed armed camps. But the collapse of com-
munism opened up new possibilities for intervention.
So is the international community now justified in
intervening in another state’s affairs — by force if nec-
essary — to reduce acute human suffering? Is saving
strangers now a practical possibility?

The case for

All governments should reduce human suffering
when they are able to do so.Whether that suffering
occurs inside or beyond a state’s boundaries is irrele-
vant; the value of a human life is the same every-
where. This view is far from new:in the seventeenth
century, the Dutch jurist Hugo Grotius (1583-1645)
had argued that sovereignty was not the highest law.

Hoffman (1995, p.35) is among those who has rein-
forced this opinion:‘the state that claims sovereignty
deserves respect only as long as it protects the basic
rights of its citizens.When it violates them, the state’s
claim to sovereignty falls. Oxfam adopts a similar
position:‘we do not accept that the principle of sover-
eignty should block the protection of basic rights,
including the right to emergency relief and safety’
(Harriss, 1995, p. 3). Sovereignty, it is argued, does not
entitle a state to decline humanitarian aid, since the
result is added suffering for the people who are the
state’s tangible expression. Also, when the state has
failed, as several have done in Africa, arguably there is
no sovereignty left to violate.

The case against

By itself, ethics makes poor politics. At issue is not the
principle of intervention but its likelihood of success.
There is simply no world force capable of providing
effective humanitarian intervention. Instead, an inter-

national consensus has to be built behind interven-
tion on each occasion and such agreements soon dis-
integrate when problems arise in the field.

Somalia is an example (Mayall, 1996, p. 9). When televi-
sion images of starvation generated a public demand
for the international community to do something, the
UN authorized military intervention to support the
distribution of aid.The project was a disaster. An inad-
equate number of troops was despatched in 1992
after a long delay to carry out an unfamiliar mission
with insufficient local knowledge in a hostile situa-
tion. After a local warlord killed 20 Pakistani soldiers
serving with the UN, and a captured American pilot
was paraded in public, the United States decided to
bring the boys back home.The entire UN mission
folded in 1995.

Although the American-led invasion of Iraq in 2003
lacked clear UN backing, this intervention also con-
firmed the dangers inherent in such projects. Saddam
Hussein was efficiently removed from power but the
invading troops then found themselves immersed in
challenging peacekeeping duties for which they had
not been trained.

Assessment

If the principle of intervention is accepted, the next
steps will be practical. Will powerful states ever permit
the emergence of a global military force? Should
intervention be subcontracted to regional bodies, as
with NATO's air-strikes into Bosnia to enforce the 1995
Dayton Peace Agreement? In addition, the interna-
tional community will need to work out under what
conditions intervention is justified. For example, van
Eijk (1997) suggests that any humanitarian interven-
tion must pass seven specific tests: (1) human rights
must be threatened, (2) no alternative solution is avail-
able, (3) intervention must receive wide international
support, (4) intervention must be justified to the UN in
advance, (5) the extent of intervention must be mini-
mized, (6) intervention must be able to make a con-
structive contribution and (7) intervention must last
no longer than is required.

Further reading: Holzgrefe and Keohane (2003), Owen
(2002), Wheeler (2002).
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balance between MNCs and governments raises,
in modern form, the age-old question of the rela-
tionship between economic and political power. In
its current form, the logic governing this relation-
ship is simple: capital is mobile, labour less so and
states not at all. Companies can move — or just
threaten to move — their factories and technology
between countries. But states, by definition, are
anchored to their territory.

However, compared to the vulnerable states of
the developing world, the relationship between
Western governments and MNGCs is balanced.
MNCs must sell their products in the affluent and
sophisticated markets of the developed world.
Aware of their attractions, host governments can
strike a deal. For instance, they may require local
factories of the MNC to buy a certain share of
their resources from domestic suppliers. In addi-
tion, states can join together in an alliance such as
the European Union to create a larger market
which gives the member states, acting together,
more bargaining power with MNCs. As with
many relationships, each side needs the other.

International financial flows are the second
major way in which markets constrain policy-
making in developed countries. Governments
fund their debt by borrowing, often from overseas.
The less confidence financial markets possess in a
country’s government or economy, the higher the
rate of interest they will demand for lending to
that country. This relationship is sustained
through rating agencies, such as Standard and
Poor’s, which evaluate the creditworthiness of
countries as well as companies.

In similar fashion, a country’s currency will
decline in value if dealers in foreign exchange lose
confidence in its government. Because the weight
of money in the financial market is far greater
than that in the vaults of central banks, central
banks are unable to stem such losses. The outcome
may be an unwanted devaluation for those govern-
ments that seek to maintain a fixed exchange rate.

A final effect of economic globalization on the
developed world has been to increase economic
inequality within borders, both at individual and
regional level. Unskilled workers in developed
countries face downward pressure on incomes
from the low-wage economies of the developing
world, notably China. However, firms are willing

to pay more to recruit and retain managers —
whatever their nationality — who can increase cor-
porate profitability. Partly as a result of these
forces, economic inequality within Britain at the
end of the twentieth century was greater than at
the start.

Globalization also increases inequality across
regions within states. Core regions possess the
location and skills needed to prosper from
increases in trade. In particular, financial centres
such as the City of London and Wall Street march
to the drum of the global economy, partly
delinking from their national homeland (Sassen,
2002). But peripheral regions, rather like individ-
uals lacking relevant skills, find themselves trapped
in a cycle of decline. Eventually, we may find that
the categories ‘rich’ and ‘poor’ apply less to coun-
tries than to sectors and regions within them, pro-
ducing massive new problems of political
management for national governments.

Developing countries

Most developing countries find themselves in a
more exposed position in relation to external eco-
nomic forces. For better or worse, the impact of
the global economy is far greater than on devel-
oped states. Partly, this weakness arises from the
dependence of many developing countries on a
single product: for example, Nigerias exports
consist overwhelmingly of oil. Alternatively, a
developing country may depend on a single
market for its exports: for instance, most of
Mexico’s exports go to the USA.

Many commentators suggest that through such
concentrated trade patterns the economies of the
least developed countries are locked into depen-
dence on rich countries. The result is unbalanced
development. Dependency theorists argue there-
fore that what has emerged is not a neutral global
economy but rather a new form of economic colo-
nialism in which the developed world shapes the
structure of client economies in the developing
world. This is not development but rather what
Frank (1969, p. 16) called ‘the development of
underdevelopment’.

The IGOs which have emerged to regulate the
global economy according to the liberal principle
of free trade are particularly influential in vulner-
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able developing economies (Box 2.6). The ability
of IGOs to grant or withhold loans gives them an
oversight role over the least solvent states which
amounts to veto power. A crucial test of the skill
of the leaders of such countries is their ability to
negotiate not just with these economic IGOs but
increasingly with sources of private capital from
overseas.

BOX 2.6
Intergovernmental organizations
and the world economy

IGO Full title Function
IMF International To promote
Monetary Fund international monetary
stability and
cooperation
IBRD International To promote economic
Bank for recovery and develop-
Reconstruction ment
and Development
(‘World Bank’)
WTO  World Trade To supervise and

Organization promote international

trade

Note: The WTO was founded in 1995 to replace GATT (General
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade) which, like the IMF and the World
Bank, had been established at Bretton Woods (Jackson, 1998).

Consider, by way of example, the impact of the
World Trade Organization (WTO). Its function is
to provide a way of resolving trade conflicts
between member states and to seek further reduc-
tions in tariffs and other barriers to trade. In prac-
tice, this means that member states gain
preferential access to each other’s markets. With
most countries requiring access to lucrative North
American and European markets, membership of
WTO is highly desirable. But in order to join, as
Russia wants to do, states must meet specific con-
ditions. In essence, the price to governments of
entering the global economy is to open their
domestic market. Thus the WTO has leverage not
just over its 146 members but also over the 50 or
so states which have yet to join.

The weaker the finances of a developing
country, the more leverage international agencies
can exert. IGO impact has been particularly
strong in those countries most affected by the
1980s debt crisis, a problem which arose when
Western banks increased lending to developing
countries which then failed to meet repayments.
Many of the least developed states remain in
massive debt. As late as 1995, the developing
world as a whole owed $1.5 trillion; interest pay-
ments stood at $232 billion per year. Like any
other debtor, the least developed states were
unable to bargain about the terms of any further
financial aid.

Bodies such as the World Bank and the IMF are
generally willing to provide additional support but
this debt restructuring is conditional on domestic
economic reform, often including privatization,
lower trade tariffs and more transparency in allo-
cating government contracts. For example, the
international community (led by the IMF and
Japan) offered a $16 billion loan to the Thai gov-
ernment in 1997. The conditions attached to the
loan were extensive and specific, including:

halving the country’s trade deficit
balancing the budget

speeding up privatization

allowing foreign ownership of banks
floating the currency.

vVVvVveVvew

Definition

Conditionality is the practice of attaching
strings to aid. Political conditionality might
include a requirement to legalize opposition and
hold competitive elections. Economic condition-
ality often takes the form of a specified struc-
tural adjustment programme, typically
involving privatizing state companies, intro-
ducing more competition and opening domestic
markets to overseas companies.

Governments which build domestic political
support by using the economy to reward their
supporters find the injunction to reduce their
control striking at the heart of their power. In
effect, the international agencies require such
countries to restructure their politics as well as
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their economy. Mahathir bin Mohamad,
Malaysia’s Prime Minister from 1981 to 2003, was
skilled at exploiting this dependence for domestic
political purposes. He likened the international
political economy to ‘a jungle of ferocious beasts’,
claiming that the IMF was willing ‘to subvert our
economy’ in order to prove the validity of its own
theories.

Attacks by developing countries on such bodies
as the WTO have not gone unsupported by
groups in the developed world. To date, the most
prominent example of a backlash was the ‘battle in
Seattle’ in 1999, when a WTO conference was
marked by violent protests outside the conference
hall. Over 5,000 anti-globalization protestors
marched through the streets and over 500 were
arrested as police in riot gear fired tear-gas and
plastic bullets. The activists included union
members, environmentalists, students and indige-
nous people. The conference itself ended in acri-
mony, with many developing countries objecting
to what was seen as an American attempt to
impose its own agenda.

Seattle demonstrates that, even more than the
EU, IGOs such as the WTO suffer from a democ-
ratic deficit which limits their scope. Four years
after Seattle, a two-pronged attack by developing
countries and NGOs was able to exploit this
weakness, leading to the failure of WTO trade
talks. In Cancdn, Mexico, in 2003, the USA and
especially the EU came under attack for contin-
uing to subsidize their own farmers, thus discrimi-
nating against agricultural exports from the
developing world. Since WTO agreements require
consensus, delegates from poorer states were able
to prevent an agreement. Canciin provides tenta-
tive evidence of a modification in the balance of
power between IGOs and developing countries.

But of course it is not just IGOs which impose
conditionalities on vulnerable countries. Since the
end of the Cold War, individual states — including
established democracies such as the UK - have
subjected bilateral aid to specific conditions.
Donor governments which turned a blind eye to
the internal politics of developing countries are
now willing to attach conditions to aid, strings

which may take the form of pressure for political
change.

For example, sanctions may be imposed on
countries with poor human rights records (such as
China) or corrupt governments (Kenya). States
which have invaded other countries (Iran), which
sponsor international terrorism (Syria), which are
ruled by undemocratic means (Libya) or which are
still under communist control (North Korea,
Cuba) find themselves isolated from, or entirely
without influence within, the international system.

Thus dominant countries can directly affect the
political situation confronting national leaders in
poorly regarded developing states. The worst cases
become pariah states, kept out of the international
community altogether.

Key reading

Next step: Opello and Rusow (1999) is a wide-

ranging but accessible historical introduction ro
the state.

Van Creveld (1999) and Pierson (2004) also exam-
ines the rise of the state but the most monumental
history of government, sparkling with insight, is
Finer (1997). Turning to the contemporary position
of the state, both Serensen (2004) and Paul (2004)
examine its alleged transformation in a global era.
On globalization itself, Waters (2000) offers a clear
introduction while Lechner and Boli (2003) is a
wide-ranging reader. On international organiza-
tions, Diehl (2001) is a useful introduction, while
Boli and Thomas (1999) examine non-govern-
mental organizations specifically. Holzgrefe and
Keohane (2003) cover the many dilemmas of
humanitarian intervention while Chatterjee and
Scheid (2003) focus on the ethical dimension. On
regionalism, Breslin ez /. (2002) blends theory with
cases; see also Hettne (1999). On international
political economy, Stubbs and Underhill (1999) is a
helpful edited collection. Strange (1994) and the
more sceptical Hirst and Thompson (1999), have
each generated considerable debate on the
autonomy of states in a global economy.
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We live in an era of democracy; for the first
time in history, most people in the world
live under tolerably democratic rule. This upsurge
in democracy reflects the transformation of the
world’s political landscape in the final quarter of
the twentieth century. Over this short period, the
number of democracies more than doubled.
Democracy expanded beyond its core of Western
Europe and former settler colonies to embrace
Southern Europe (for example Spain), Eastern
Europe (for example Hungary), Latin America (for
example Brazil), more of Asia (for example
Taiwan) and parts of Africa (for example South
Africa).

This shift to democracy, while important in
itself, will also have international ramifications. It
is likely to contribute to peace and prosperity since
democracies rarely go to war with each other and
are more likely to form trade agreements than are
non-democracies (Huth and Allee, 2003). The ter-
rorists  who attacked the United States on
September 11, 2001, we should note, originated
from authoritarian rather than democratic coun-
tries.

As democracy continues to spread, so it becomes
more varied (Box 3.1). Understanding the forms
taken by democracy in today’s world is therefore a
central task for comparative politics. In this
chapter, we examine the established democracies
of Europe and its settler colonies, with their
emphasis on representative and limited govern-
ment. We then discuss the newer democracies
emerging from the ashes of communist and mili-
tary rule. Finally, we assess those awkward semi-
democratic regimes — Russia is an example — that
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straddle the border between democratic and
authoritarian rule. But to begin we must explore
the origins of democracy itself. And that task must
take us back to the fifth century BC to the world’s
most influential example of self-government:
ancient Athens.

BOX 3.1
Forms of democracy

Form Definition
Direct The citizens themselves assemble
democracy to debate and decide on collective

issues

Representative Citizens elect politicians to reach

democracy collective decisions on their behalf,
with the governing parties held to
account at the next election.

Liberal The scope of democracy is limited

democracy by constitutional protection of indi-
vidual rights, including freedom of
assembly, property, religion and
speech

New A democracy in which an authori-

democracy tarian legacy continues to influence
political action and debate.
Democracy is not the only game in
town

Established A consolidated democracy which

democracy provides an accepted framework for
political competition.The outcome
of free elections is accepted by the
losers as well as the winners

Semi- Anilliberal democracy in which

democracy elected presidents do not respect

individual rights, or in which elected
governments form a facade behind
which traditional rulers continue to
exercise effective power
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Direct democracy

Democracy is a form of government offering a
workable solution to the fundamental political
problem of reaching collective decisions by
peaceful means. But it is also an ideal and an aspi-
ration. So we cannot understand democracy
simply by looking at contemporary examples.
Judged against the democratic ideal, even the most
secure ‘democracies’ are found wanting. Indeed,
the tension between high ideals and prosaic reality
has itself become part of the democratic condition
(Dahl, 2000).

So what, then, is the core principle of democ-
racy? The essential idea is self-rule: the word itself
comes from the Greek demokratia, meaning rule
(kratos) by the people (demos). Thus democracy in
its literal and richest sense refers not to the elec-
tion of the rulers by the ruled but to the denial of
any separation between the two. The model
democracy is a form of self-government in which
all adult citizens participate in shaping collective
decisions in an environment of equality and open
deliberation. In a direct democracy, state and
society become one.

The birthplace of democracy is ancient Athens.
Between 461 and 322 BC, Athens was the leading
polis (city-community, often translated as city-
state) in ancient Greece. Poleis were small indepen-
dent political systems, typically containing an
urban core and a rural hinterland. Athens, one of
the larger examples, held only about 40,000 citi-
zens. Especially in the earlier and more radical
decades of the period, the Athenian polis operated
on the democratic principle summarized by
Aristotle as ‘each to rule and be ruled in turn’ (see
Box 3.2). This principle applied across all the
institutions of government within the city-com-
munity. All citizens could attend meetings of the
assembly, serve on the governing council and sit
on citizens juries. Because ancient Athens con-
tinues to provide the archetypal example of direct
democracy, we will look at its operation in more
detail (Figure 3.1).

History has judged there to be no more potent
symbol of direct democracy than the Ekklesia
(People’s Assembly) at Athens. Any citizen aged at
least 20 could attend assembly sessions and there
address his peers; meetings were of citizens, not

their representatives. The assembly met around 40
times a year to settle issues put before it, including
the recurring issues of war and peace which were
central to the prospects and prosperity of the polis.
In Aristotle’s phrase, the assembly was ‘supreme
over all causes’ (1962 edn, p. 237); it was the sov-
ereign body, unconstrained by a formal constitu-
tion or even, in the early decades, by written laws.

But the assembly did not exhaust the avenues of
participation in  the Athenian democracy.
Administrative functions were the responsibility of
an executive council consisting of 500 citizens
aged over 30, chosen by lot to serve for a one-year
period. Through this device of rotation, the
council exemplified the principle of direct democ-
racy: government by, and not just for, the citizens.
Hansen (1991, p. 249) suggests that about one in
three citizens could expect to serve on the council
at some stage in their life, an astonishing feat of
self-government entirely without counterpart in
modern democracies.

A highly political legal system provided the final
leg of Athenss complex democracy. Juries of
several hundred people, again selected randomly
from a panel of volunteers, considered lawsuits
which citizens could — and frequently did — bring

BOX 3.2
Aristotle’s characterization of
democracy

» Allto rule over each and each in his turn over all.

» Appointment to all offices, except those requiring
experience and skill, by lot.

» No property qualification for office-holding, or
only a very low one.

» Tenure of office should be brief and no man
should hold the same office twice (except military
positions).

» Juries selected from all citizens should judge all
major causes.

» The assembly should be supreme over all causes.

» Those attending the assembly and serving as
jurors and magistrates should be paid for their
services.

Source: Aristotle, The Politics, Book VI.
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Note: Citizenship was a birthright which could not normally be acquired by other means.

Figure 3.1 The direct democracy of ancient Athens

against those considered to have acted against the
true interests of the polis. The courts functioned as
an arena of accountability through which top
figures (including generals) could be brought to
book.

Thus the scope of the Athenian democracy was
extraordinarily wide, providing an all-encom-
passing political framework within which citizens
were expected to develop their true qualities. For
the Athenians, politics was intrinsically an
amateur activity, to be undertaken by all citizens
to develop both themselves and the broader com-
munity.

Of course, we should not blind ourselves to
serious flaws in Athens’s little democracy:

» Citizenship was restricted to a small elite: it was
a birthright of males whose parents were them-
selves citizens. Most adults — including women,
slaves and foreign residents — were excluded.
Women played no significant public role and
critics allege that slavery was the platform
which allowed citizens time to devote to public
affairs (Finley, 1985).

» Participation was not in practice as extensive as
the Athenians liked to claim. Most citizens were
absent from most assembly meetings even after
the introduction of a payment for attendance.

» Athenian democracy was hardly an exercise in

lean government. A modern management con-
sultant would conclude that the system was a
time-consuming, expensive and over-complex
method of governing a small society. Its applic-
ability to a modern world in which people are
committed to paid work, and the affluence
resulting therefrom, is questionable.

» The principle of self-government did not
always lead to decisive and coherent policy.
Indeed, the lack of a permanent bureaucracy
eventually contributed to a period of ineffective
government, leading to the fall of the Athenian
republic after defeat in war.

Perhaps Athenian democracy was a dead-end in
that it could only function on an intimate scale
which precluded expansion and proved inherently
vulnerable to predators. As Finer (1997, p. 368)
observes, ‘the polis was doomed politically if it
expanded and doomed to conquest if it did not. It
had to succumb and it did.” Yet for over 100 years,
the Athenian democratic experiment survived and
prospered. It provided a settled formula for rule
and enabled Athens to build a leading position in
the complex politics of the Greek world. Athens
proves that direct democracy is, in some condi-
tions, an achievable goal.

Certainly, Finer (1997, p. 371) was correct in
acknowledging the Athenian contribution to
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Western politics: ‘the Greeks invented two of the
most potent political features of our present age:
they invented the very idea of citizen — as opposed
to subject — and they invented democracy’.

Representative and liberal democracy

The contrasts between the classical democracy of
ancient Athens and the modern democracies of
today’s world are clear. Most obviously, citizenship
is no longer an elite status but has been extended to
the vast majority of the adult population. But two
other contrasts are equally important.

First, today’s democracies are representative
rather than direct. The democratic principle has
transmuted from self-government to elected gov-
ernment. This transformation can be seen in the
contrasting treatment of elections offered by
ancients and moderns. The Greeks viewed elec-
tions as an instrument of aristocracy: a device for
selecting qualified people for technical tasks which
required an unfortunate departure from self-gov-
ernment. However, as the phrase ‘representative
democracy’ shows, the modern world regards elec-
tions as an expression rather than a denial of
democracy.

Second, modern democracy is based on a liberal
philosophy in which the state’s scope is restricted
by the constitution. This limit is based on a dis-
tinction between public and private that would
have been unacceptable in classical Athens where
citizens who lived an entirely private life were dis-
missed as idiotes. Today’s democracies are liberal
democracies and it is the constitution as much as
the legislature that is ‘supreme over all causes’.

In this section, we examine how these modern
concepts of representation and liberalism were
grafted on to the original democratic idea so as to
deliver a new hybrid. The requirement for this
new form was clear. In contrast to the little
democracy of Athens, any modern version of
democracy must be compatible with the much
larger states found in today’s world.

In reinventing democracy for the modern era,
the key breakthrough was to modify traditional
ideas of representation. In itself, the idea of leaders
representing their community in a wider assembly
was nothing new. In Europe, for example,

medieval monarchs had summoned leaders of the
various estates of the realm — lords, commoners
and representatives of the cities — to help them
with their tasks of raising revenues and fighting
wars. But unlike the Athenian assembly, the
members of these royal advisory assemblies were
summoned or self-appointed, not elected. They
were not elected by those they represented, nor
would they have deigned to have been so.

Indeed, representation was still viewed as a desir-
able brake on democracy. Thus James Madison, an
architect of the American constitution, judged that
representation served to ‘refine and enlarge the
public views, by passing them through the medium
of a chosen body of citizens, whose wisdom may best
discern the true interest of their country’ (Madison,
1787, p. 45). At this stage, then, representation was
still a device for limiting ‘pure democracy’.

But in the nineteenth century, stimulated by the
French Revolution of 1789 and by the diffusion of
power brought about by mass literacy and indus-
trialization, the notion of turning assemblies into
representative bodies elected from a wide franchise
rapidly gained ground. One of the first authors to
graft representation on to democracy was the
British-born pamphleteer and international revo-
lutionary Tom Paine. In his Rights of Man (first
published in 1791 or 1792), Paine wrote:

The original simple democracy . . . is incapable
of extension, not from its principle, but from
the inconvenience of its form. Simple democ-
racy was society governing itself without the aid
of secondary means. By ingrafting representa-
tion upon democracy, we arrive at a system of
government capable of embracing and confeder-
ating all the various interests and every extent of

territory and population.
(Paine, 1984 edn, p. 180)

Scalability has certainly proved to be a key strength
of representative democracy. The conventional
wisdom in ancient Athens was that the upper limit
for a republic was the number of people who could
gather together to hear a speaker. However,
modern representative government allows massive
populations (such as 1.05 billion Indians and 290
million Americans) to exercise some popular
control over their rulers. And there is no upper
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limit. In theory, the entire world could become one
giant representative system. Adapting Tom Paine’s
phrase, representative government has proved to be
a highly convenient form.

As ever, intellectuals were on hand to secure the
transition of representative democracy from an
inherent contradiction to a workable system of rule.
Prominent among them was Joseph Schumpeter
(1883—-1965), an Austrian-born economist who
became an academic in the United States.

Schumpeter (1943, p. 269) conceived of democ-
racy as nothing more than party competition:
‘democracy means only that the people have the
opportunity of refusing or accepting the men who
are to rule them’. He wanted to limit the contribu-
tion of ordinary voters because of his jaded view of
their political capacity: ‘the typical citizen drops
down to a lower level of mental performance as
soon as he enters the political field. He argues and
analyzes in a way that he would recognize as infan-
tile within the sphere of his real interests. He
becomes a primitive again.’

Reflecting this jaundiced view of the public,
Schumpeter argued that elections should not be
construed as a device through which voters elect
representatives to carry out their will; rather, the
role of elections is simply to produce a govern-
ment. From this perspective, the elector becomes a
political accessory, restricted to selecting from
broad packages of policies and leaders prepared by
rival parties. Representative democracy is merely a

way of deciding who shall decide:

The deciding of issues by the electorate [is made]
secondary to the election of the men who are to
do the deciding. To put it differently, we now
take the view that the role of the people is to
produce a government . . . And we define the
democratic method as that institutional arrange-
ment for arriving at political decisions in which
individuals acquire the power to decide by means
of a competitive struggle for the people’s vote.
(Schumpeter, 1943, p. 270)

These ideas represent a considerable thinning of
the democratic ideal envisaged in classical Athens.
But that is not all. The second distinctive feature
of modern democracy, its liberal character, con-
tributes a further qualification to strict rule by the

people. Like representative democracy, liberal
democracy is a compromise: it seeks to integrate
the authority of democratic governments with
limits on the scope of their action.

The central feature of liberal democracy is
limited government. The goal is to secure indi-
vidual freedom, including freedom from unwar-
ranted demands by government itself. The object
is defensive: to protect the population from its
rulers and minorities from the danger of majority
tyranny (Held, 1996). Liberal democracy is a set-
tlement between individual liberty and collective
organization which reflects the key issues involved
in its emergence. These issues include the desire to
entrench religious freedom, to protect against the
recurrence of tyranny and to secure the rights of
property against the mob. All these elements were
central to the design of the American system of
government, the most liberal (and perhaps the
least democratic) of all the democracies.

In place of the all-encompassing scope of the
Athenian polis, liberal democracies are govern-
ments of laws rather than men. Even elected rulers
are subject to constitutions that almost always
include a statement of individual rights. In theory,
citizens can use domestic and international courts
to uphold their rights when the government
becomes overbearing. In this way, a liberal demo-
cracy is democracy disarmed.

Both the representative and liberal elements of
modern democracy dilute the original principle of
self-rule. We find in contemporary democracies a
form of rule in which decision-making is the
responsibility of governments rather than the gov-
erned and in which the public sphere is limited by
protecting the rights of citizens in general and of
property-owners in particular. The watering down
is considerable but the outcome is a flexible and
scalable political system which is coming to domi-
nate the world.

Waves of democratization

How then were these principles of representative
and liberal democracy implemented in the transi-
tion to democracy? When and how did modern
established democracies emerge? As with the
phases of decolonization discussed in the last
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chapter, so too did democracies emerge in a series
of distinct waves (Box 3.3). As defined by
Huntington (1991, p. 15),

A wave of democratization is a group of transi-
tions from nondemocratic to democratic
regimes that occur within a specified period of
time and that significantly outnumber transi-
tions in the opposite direction during that
period . . . Three waves of democratization have
occurred in the modern world.

The first modern democracies emerged in the
‘first long wave of democratization’ between 1828
and 1926. During this first wave nearly 30 coun-
tries established at least minimally democratic
national institutions, including  Argentina,
Australia, Britain, Canada, France, Germany, the
Netherlands, New Zealand, the Scandinavian
countries and the United States. Some of these
fledgling democracies were later overthrown by
fascist, communist or military dictatorships during
Huntington’s ‘first reverse wave’ from 1922 to
1942.

However, democracy did consolidate in the
earliest nineteenth-century democratizations, in-
cluding the United States and the United
Kingdom. We will examine these two transitions
of the first wave in more detail, not least because
the USA remains the leading example of liberal
democracy while Britain usefully illustrates repre-
sentative democracy.

The emergence of democracy in the United
States was rapid but it was a transition nonethe-
less. The founders had thought of political leader-
ship in non-democratic terms, as the duty of a
disinterested, leisured gentry. However, the idea
that citizens could only be represented fairly by
those of their own sort quickly gained ground,
supported by the egalitarian spirit of a frontier
society. The suffrage quickly extended to nearly all
white males. But some groups had to wait until
the twentieth century for the full franchise.
Women were not offered the vote on the same
terms as men until 1919 and the black franchise
was not fully realised until the Voting Rights Act
of 1965 (Dahl, 2001).

Today, the USA gives us the clearest picture of a
liberal democracy in which limited government is
entrenched by design. The Founding Fathers
wanted, above all, to prevent dictatorship, in-
cluding tyranny by the majority. To prevent any
government — and especially elected ones — from
acquiring too much power, the constitution set up
an elaborate system of checks and balances
between the institutions of government (Figure
3.2). Because power is so fragmented, the danger
of any particular faction manipulating public
authority for private ends is much reduced. Power
checks power to the point where it is often diffi-
cult for the government to achieve even needed
reforms. The constitution placed government
under law before government by all the people. In
this way, the liberal dimension of America’s

BOX 3.3

Huntington’s three waves of democratization

lude is termed backsliding.

Wave Period Examples

First 1828-1926 Britain, France, USA

Second 1943-62  India, Israel, Japan, West Germany

Third 1974-91 Southern and Eastern Europe, Latin America, parts of Africa

Note:The first wave was partly reversed between 1922 and 1942 (for example, in Austria, Germany and Italy) and the second wave similarly
between 1958 and 1975 (for example, in much of Latin America and post-colonial Africa). A return to authoritarian rule after a democratic inter-

Source: Huntington (1991). For some criticisms of the wave approach, see Grugel (2002), pp.32-7.
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Figure 3.2 Liberal democracy: the separation of powers in the United States

democracy emerged victorious over its representa-
tive aspect. Only during periods of external threat,
including post-9/11, do individual liberties come
under threat (Lyon, 2003).

In Britain, by contrast, the outcome of the
democratic transition was a less liberal but more
representative form of government. By the eigh-
teenth century, the power of the monarch had
been checked by the authority of parliament.
However, the rights of the individual citizen were
never stated as clearly as in the USA. The
widening of the suffrage also occurred more
gradually in the United Kingdom, with each
step easing the fears of the propertied classes
about the dangers of further reform (Table 3.1).
As the House of Commons acquired democratic
legitimacy, so both the monarchy and the non-
elected House of Lords retreated into the back-
ground. As in the United States, the
implementation of democratic procedures in
Britain continued well into the twentieth century

but the battle of principle was fought and won in
the nineteenth.

Yet if the USA emphasizes liberal democracy,
Britain gives priority to its representative element.
Where American democracy diffuses power across
institutions, British democracy emphasizes the
sovereignty of parliament. Representation operates
through parties that retain tight control over their
own members of the House of Commons. A
single governing party wields extensive powers
until the voters offer their verdict at the next elec-
tion. Except for the governments sense of self-
restraint, the institutions that limit executive
power in the United States — including a codified
constitution, the separation of powers and feder-
alism — are absent. Instead the electoral rules nor-
mally ensure a secure majority of seats to the
winning party. In reality, the hallowed sovereignty
of parliament is leased to the party in office.

Far more than the United States, Britain exem-
plifies Schumpeter’s model of representative
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democracy as an electoral competition between
organised parties. ‘“We are the masters now’,
trumpeted a Labour MP after his party’s triumph
in the British election of 1945; similar thoughts
must have occurred to many Labour MPs after
their party’s equally emphatic victory in 1997.
From a comparative perspective, a governing
party in Britain is still given an exceptionally free
hand.

Despite these contrasts between Britain and the
USA, both countries are of course examples of
consolidated democracies emerging during the
first nineteenth-century wave of democratization.
Huntington’s second wave of democratization
began in the Second World War and continued
until the 1960s. Like the first wave, some of the
new democracies created at this time did not con-
solidate. For example, elected rulers in several
Latin American states were quickly overthrown by
military coups. But established democracies did
emerge after 1945 from the ashes of defeated dic-
tatorships, not just in West Germany but also in
Austria, Japan and Italy. These postwar democra-
cies were introduced by the victorious allies, led by
the USA and usually acting with the support of
domestic partners. Yet despite their partly imposed
character, these second-wave democracies did
establish firm roots, helped by an economic
recovery itself nourished by American aid. During
this postwar wave, democracy also consolidated in
the new state of Israel and the former British
Dominion of India.

Second-wave democracies differed in character
from their predecessors. Their liberal traditions
were somewhat weaker as representation through
parties proved to be the stronger suit. Parties had
gone unmentioned in the American constitution
but by the time of the second wave they had
emerged as the leading democratic instrument.
Indeed, Germany’s Basic Law (1949) codifies their
role: ‘the political parties shall take part in forming
the democratic will of the people’. In several
second-wave democracies, the importance of
party was confirmed by the emergence of a single
party which dominated national politics for a gen-
eration: Congress in India, the Christian
Democrats in Italy, the LDP in Japan and Labour
in Israel.

The third wave of democratization, finally,

Table 3.1 The British electorate as a percentage
of the adult population, 1831-1931

Year Electorate
(per cent of population aged 20+)
1831 4.4
1832 First Reform Act
1832 7.1
1864 9.0
1867 Second Reform Act
1868 16.4
1883 18.0
1884 Third Reform Act
1886 28.5
1914 30.0
1918 Vote extended to women over 30
1921 74.0
1928 Equal Franchise Act
1931 97.0

Note: In 1969, the voting age was reduced from 21 to 18.

Source: Adapted from Dahl (1998),fig. 2.

began in 1974 and continued until 1991. Its main
and highly diverse elements were:

P the end of right-wing dictatorships in Southern
Europe (Greece, Portugal and Spain) in the
1970s

P the retreat of the generals in much of Latin
America in the 1980s

P the collapse of communism in the Soviet Union
and Eastern Europe at the end of the 1980s.

This third wave has transformed the global polit-
ical landscape: the predominance of democratic
forms in today’s world itself places added pressure
on those non-democratic regimes that survive.
Within the third wave, it is only the Southern
European group that provides consistently secure
cases of democratic consolidation, aided by mem-
bership of the European Union and economic
development. Elsewhere, in Eastern Europe and
Latin America, many third-wave democracies have
not yet fully consolidated, if indeed they are ever
to do so at all. The category of new democracy —
as also of semi-democracy — remains central to
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understanding these uncertain regimes. We will
explore this theme further by examining in more
detail the political and economic challenges facing
these new democracies.

New democracies

Just as the first wave of modern democracies repre-
sented a severe dilution of the Athenian vision of
self-rule, so too many new democracies of the third
wave are developing a further compromise with
their own authoritarian histories. Certainly, the
distinctions between most new democracies and
the early modern democracies such as the United
States and the United Kingdom remain important.
In this section, we review the challenges facing
these new additions to the democratic family.

To be sure, many new democracies do seem to
have consolidated by one crucial test: a peaceful
transfer of power through elections. For example,
the South Korean presidential election of 1997
witnessed the first peaceful transfer of power to
the centre-left in that country’s history. Similarly,
Herbst (2001) notes that by 1999 a dozen African
states had experienced at least one change of gov-
ernment through the ballot box. Peaceful transfers
have also become almost routine in Eastern
Europe and parts of Latin America.

Yet even when elections have succeeded in the
delicate task of replacing a governing elite, most
new democracies remain distinctive; the question
is not whether they will consolidate but what
exactly they are consolidating into. The difficulties
facing new democracies can be grouped into two
clusters: the political problems associated with an
illiberal inheritance and the economic problems
caused by the combination of limited develop-
ment and extreme inequality.

The political challenge

Consider first the political challenges facing new
democracies of the third wave. Reflecting an
authoritarian legacy, liberal ideas often remain
weak. As Luckham and White (1996b, p. 7) point
out, the development of democracy requires more
than just competitive elections. It also requires the
enforcement of legal restraint on state power, pro-

tection of civil rights, the establishment of rela-
tively uncorrupt and effective bureaucracies, and
the imposition of democratic control over poten-
tially authoritarian forces such as the military and
the security services.

Definition

A democracy has consolidated when it provides
an accepted framework for political competition.
As President Havel noted in Czechoslovakia after
communism’s collapse, democratic consolidation
requires more than creating appropriate institu-
tions:'we have done away with totalitarianism
but we have yet to win democracy’ The standard
definition comes from Przeworski (1991, p. 26):

Democracy is consolidated when under given
political and economic conditions a particular
system of institutions becomes the only game
in town and when no-one can imagine acting
outside the democratic institutions.

To the extent that democratic consolidation
requires substituting a government of laws for one
of men, the task is still incomplete in new democ-
racies. The inheritance from the old regime con-
tinues to limit progress. After all, ruling
communist parties and military councils had
brooked no interference from the judiciary and
paid no heed to constitutions, including state-
ments of human rights. The agencies of repression
— the military, the intelligence services and the
police — were as strong as the mechanisms of rep-
resentation were weak. However well-intentioned
the new rulers may be, constructing a /liberal
democracy from an authoritarian history is a
greater challenge than the blank canvas facing the
framers of the United States constitution,
designing a new state where none of any signifi-
cance had previously existed.

Take, for example, the post-military democracies
of Latin America. Here the generals still possess
considerable prestige deriving from their historical
role as providers of order to unstable societies.
This status is sometimes reflected in a guaranteed
budget, seats in the legislature and virtual exemp-
tion from civil law. Even in the civil arena, justice
in much of Latin America remains underdevel-
oped. Lower courts are often inefficient and
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corrupt and many cases do not arrive there
because the police are themselves corrupt or
because ordinary people regard the courtroom as
the prerogative of the wealthy. In urban slums, the
concept of individual rights does not apply, no
matter what fine words appear in the constitution.

In post-communist states, too, any national tra-
ditions of rule by law were dulled by the totali-
tarian experience. Ruling communist parties were
above the law and public officials continue to
regard their position as an opportunity to obtain
private advantage. The combination of an inade-
quate legal framework with systematic evasion and
inadequate enforcement of those laws that do exist
is a difficult base from which to consolidate liberal
democracy.

In Africa, the problems differ. Far from
achieving communist levels of penetration though
society, the limited incision of the African state
into its territory limits the impact of a transition
from authoritarian to democratic rule. For African
peasants, as for Latin American slum-dwellers,
regime transitions in the capital city must seem
remote indeed.

So in many new democracies, the tradition of
power revolving around individuals — whether
communist party bosses, the arrogant generals and
landowners of Latin America or the ‘big men’ of
African politics — tends to subvert attempts to
consolidate the democratic framework.

The economic challenge

The economic difficulties confronting new democ-
racies of the third wave are even more obvious
than the political challenges. These problems
consist of a combination of poverty and inequality,
exacerbated by severe economic decline in the early
years of the new democracy. Even in many of the
larger and more developed new democracies, living
standards remain well below Western levels. In the
USA, gross domestic product (GDP) per head had
reached $36,300 by 2002; in the new democracy
of neighbouring Mexico, the equivalent figure was
just $9,000 and 40 per cent of the population
lived in poverty. European contrasts are equally
stark: German GDP per head is almost double the
figure for post-communist countries such as the

Czech Republic and Hungary.

Relative poverty goes hand in hand with greater
inequality. Many new democracies retain a large
agricultural sector, where sharp contrasts continue
between a rich, powerful elite and a poorly edu-
cated, and often powerless, population. Conflicts
between landowners and dependent peasants are
endemic in much of Latin America, for instance.
As Vanhanen (1997) notes, such conditions favour
neither the diffusion of power resources nor the
development of mutual toleration and compro-
mise which foster democratic consolidation.

Further, the ex-communist states in FEastern
Europe suffered enormous economic dislocation
in the transition from the old order. As planned
economies began to be dismantled in tandem with
democratization, unemployment soared. Through-
out the post-communist world, the 1990s was a
decade of deep economic decline in which the real
suffering of the many was exacerbated by the
ostentatious affluence of a few. Only in the
opening years of the twenty-first century did eco-
nomic growth return to most post-communist
democracies, with Central and Eastern Europe as a
whole now growing at a faster rate, albeit from a
lower base, than in the Western part of the conti-
nent.

Lower levels of affluence in new democracies are
important partly because a long research tradition
claims that economic well-being is the key to
democratic consolidation. In Political Man (1960,
pp. 48-9), Lipset famously concluded that ‘the
more well-to-do a nation, the greater the chances
that it will sustain democracy’. Lipset demon-
strated that stable democracies scored highest on
such measures as income per person, literacy and
the proportion of the population living in cities.
Following Aristotle, Lipset believed that a large
middle class opposed to extremism was conducive
to democracy.

More recent research confirms the correlation
between affluence and stable democracy, even
though there are exceptions such as poor but
democratic India. Marks and Diamond (1992,
p. 110) seem to be fully justified in describing the
connection between affluence and democracy as
‘one of the most powerful and stable relationships
in the study of comparative national development’.

Crucially, the economic and political weaknesses
of new democracies are linked. The absence of a
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Profile MEXICO

Population: 105m.

Gross domestic product per head:
$9,000. Mexico is the world’s ninth
largest economy.

Form of government: a federal and
presidential republic.

Legislature: the 500 members of the
Chamber of Deputies are elected for a
single three-year period and the 128
members of the Senate for a six-year
tenure.

Executive: the president, directly elected

for a non-renewable six-year term,
heads both the state and the govern-
ment, choosing the members of the
Cabinet.

Judiciary: headed by the Supreme Court
of Justice, the judicial system mixes
American constitutional principles
with the civil law tradition. In practice,
both judicial independence and police
enforcement of law have been weak.

Electoral system: 300 members of the
Chamber represent single-member

districts, the other 200 are elected by
the list system of proportional repre-
sentation.The Senate also operates a
mixed electoral system.

Party system: dominated by the
Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI)
until the 1990s. Other major parties
are the conservative National Action
Party (PAN), which formed part of Fox’s
Alliance for Change in the 2000 elec-
tions, and the left-wing Revolutionary
Democratic Party (PRD).

‘Yes, it can be done,’ shouted the crowds in Mexico
City as they celebrated the downfall of the PRI after
the presidential election of 2000. After 70 years in
power, the PRI not only lost a presidential election for
the first time but also no longer controlled either
house of the national legislature.The world’s oldest
ruling party had suffered an historic reverse, defeated
by a centre-right coalition led by Vicente Fox.This
peaceful transfer of power decisively confirmed
Mexico’s status as a new democracy. For students of
comparative politics, Mexico offers a remarkably suc-
cessful example of democratization.

The PRI had been founded in 1929 in the decade fol-
lowing the radical Mexican revolution. Gradually,
however, socialist principles were diluted as the PRI
established a classic semi-democracy based on
patronage networks.The PRI distributed favours while
repressing opposition and manipulating election
results. In the 1950s and 1960s, the PRI seemed to
have discovered the perfect recipe for a stable dicta-
torship. However, three problems recurred:

» continuing poverty for those excluded from the PRI
network, reflected in periodic revolts

» increasing opposition from the expanding urban
middle class created by economic growth

» occasional economic crises when the PRI placed its
political objectives before sound economic policy.

With the political effectiveness of the PRI machine
decaying, Carlos Salinas (President, 1988-94) initiated
economic reforms, including privatizing major firms
and opening the economy to international competi-
tion, not least through NAFTA.In contrast to the Soviet
Union, where Gorbachev had initiated political reform

before restructuring the economy, liberalization in
Mexico preceded political change. As the PRI lost
direct control of economic resources, so its powers of
patronage declined and voters became free to
support opposition parties, especially in the cities.
Independent trade unions began to form outside the
enveloping embrace of the PRI.

But the PRI also introduced political changes that
served to enliven a moribund opposition. By the
1990s, the PRI no longer felt able to manipulate elec-
tion results.In 1997, it lost its majority in the Chamber
of Deputies after relatively fair elections. The decisive
election in 2000 was overseen by an independent
election commission. So the PRI’s fall was partly self-
induced:its leaders recognized that the tools needed
to guarantee their party’s continued grip on power
were hindering the country’s further development.

Mexico’s gradual moves to democracy seem to have
avoided what Baer (1993, p.64) described as ‘the
dilemma of all reforms from above, particularly in
ageing regimes: how to avoid unleashing a revolution
from below’ But it remains to be seen how far,and at
what speed, democracy will consolidate in Mexico.The
PRI remains a significant force, controlling half the
country’s 32 states. Mexico’s continuing problems —
peasant revolts and urban squalor, drugs and crime,
corrupt judges and incompetent police — mean that it
remains premature to place the country in the same
political category as the USA and Canada, its NAFTA
partners.

Further reading: Camp (2002), Cornelius and Weldon
(2004), Craske (2001), Levy and Bruhn (2001).



46 FOUNDATIONS

liberal political framework itself inhibits economic
advance. Weak legal systems restrict economic
development because corporations lack confidence
that commercial disputes can be resolved fairly
and promptly through the courts. Close personal
connections develop between politicians in need
of money and well-placed business executives who
value political influence. These semi-corrupt net-
works preclude the development of a clear frame-
work for market regulation. Dominant firms with
political protection can see off competitive threats,
preventing the development of a level playing field
in which the most efficient companies can
prosper. Scared off by corrupt and slow-moving
bureaucrats, foreign investors are inclined to go
elsewhere, especially as population and market size
are relatively small in new democracies. As a result,
both economic and democratic development
wither, held back by the incomplete penetration of
liberal ideas and institutions.

The challenge of timing

We should mention one final factor affecting the
consolidation of third-wave democracies: the
timing of their transition. To be born into a world
which is already democratic is a mixed blessing.
On the one hand, it increases the pressures on
new democracies to consolidate too quickly.
Populations value not just democracy but the
affluence they sense goes with it; and they demand
both now. On the other hand, an international
environment supportive of democracy — and even
more so since 9/11 — is beneficial to democratic
consolidation. To understand new democracies, it
is helpful to explore the challenge of timing in
more detail.

The first wave democracies were not so much
adopting a new political order as inventing it. As
we saw in discussing the United Kingdom, inno-
vation was a leisurely, even evolutionary, process of
adapting old ideas to large states. By contrast,
third-wave democracies were delivered into a
world where democratic ideas were already
becoming predominant. As a result, they are
expected to mimic established examples without
the economic resources and gradual maturation
which helped the countries of the first wave. Both
domestic and international audiences expect the

process of developing democracy to be collapsed
into a decade or two. The result is rushed rather
than leisurely democratization. In the first wave,
democracy could be an outcome but in the third
wave it has to be an intention. As Hollifield and
Jillson (2000, p. 11) suggest,

The latest transitions to democracy have
occurred with dizzying speed, giving the soci-
eties involved little time to prepare for the leap
to representative government. Whereas democ-
racies in Western Europe, the United States and
the former British dominions had a gestation
period of one or two centuries, in the third wave
democratization has come virtually overnight.
This has led to a great deal of improvisation and
many setbacks.

At the same time, democracies of the third wave
have one clear advantage over their predecessors: a
favourable global and regional context. Leading
actors such as the United States and the European
Union, and sympathetic institutions such as the
World Bank, began to promote democracy once
the Cold War ended. This support began even
before September 11 gave the USA a further
reason to promote democracy in the authoritarian
Middle East.

Often, a favourable regional context also eased
transition. Greece, Portugal and Spain — and more
recently post-communist Poland, Hungary and
the Czech Republic — undoubtedly benefited from
their position close to the heartland of European
democracy. In a similar way, Mexico’s transition
from semi-democracy surely owes something to its
trading links with the USA, consolidated through
NAFTA. Indeed Diamond (1997, p. 39) suggests
that ‘the greatest regional force for democratic
consolidation in the Americas may well be the
move towards regional free trade’.

Semi-democracy

The final concept to explore in this chapter is that
of semi-democracy. This term lacks the theoretical
purity of either democratic or authoritarian rule;
its task is more descriptive. Semi-democracy
denotes forms of government which, in practice,
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blend both democratic and authoritarian ele-
ments. In a semi-democracy, democratic legiti-
macy is not wholly lacking; rather, it is acquired
and exploited in dubious ways and often remains
contested. As in Asian states such as Singapore and
Malaysia, the dominant leaders use ethnic diver-
sity, fear of political instability or the demand for
economic development as reasons for departing
from the liberal aspects of established democracies.
In a world dominated by democratic ideology,
semi-democracy is a more likely outcome than a
return to authoritarianism for those new democra-
cies that do not consolidate. This hybrid is not
new but it is becoming more prevalent. Carothers
(2002, p. 18) observes that ‘what is often thought
of as an uneasy, precarious middle ground between
democracy and dictatorship is actually the most
common political condition in countries of the
developing and postcommunist worlds’.

Definition

A semi-democracy blends democratic and
authoritarian elements in stable combination.
Although rulers are elected, they govern with
little respect for individual rights and often
harass opposition or even non-official groups.
By contrast, a new democracy is one that has
not yet had time to consolidate; that is, democ-
racy has not become the ‘only game in town'In
practice, new democracies and semi-democra-
cies show similar characteristics but a new
democracy is transitional while a semi-democ-
racy is not. Assuming a new democracy does not
slide back into authoritarian rule, it will develop
into either an established democracy or a semi-
democracy.

The crucial point is that we should not think of
democracy and authoritarianism as sole and incom-
patible ways of organizing government. Rather,
each principle can provide pockets of power that
can coexist, sometimes indefinitely, within the one
political system; once set, semi-democracy is a
strong amalgam. Crouch (1996, p. vii), for
instance, shows how Malaysia’s ‘repressive—respon-
sive’ regime combines democratic and authoritarian
features in a manner that ‘provides the foundation
for a remarkably stable political order’.

Similarly, Borén (1998, p. 43) refers to the

‘faulty democracies’ of Latin America in which
rulers, once elected, govern in an authoritarian
style, showing little concern for mass poverty or
legal niceties. In these conditions, suggests Borén,
democracy ‘endures but does not consolidate’.

The notion of semi-democracy also captures the
political reality of many states in sub-Saharan
Africa. As Herbst (2001, p. 359) writes, ‘it is
wrong to conclude that African states are travel-
ling between democracy and authoritarianism
simply because a majority of them belong to
neither category. Rather, the current condition of
African states could well prevail for decades’.

In understanding the operating methods of
semi-democracies, it is useful to distinguish two
variants. In the first type, an elected party or leader
sets the framework for political competition, gov-
erning in an illiberal fashion. O’Donnell (1994, p.
59) describes this format: ‘whoever wins election
to the presidency is thereby entitled to govern as
he or she sees fit, constrained only by the hard
facts of existing power relations and by a constitu-
tionally limited term of office.’

Russia’s super-presidential system is an example.
The president not only takes the lead in seeking to
impose solutions to national problems but more
significantly is expected to do so. Boris Yeltsin
(President 1991-2000) ruled in a highly personal
way which inhibited the development of govern-
ment institutions. Yeltsin’s successor, Vladimir
Putin, is an equally tough political operator. In
many African countries, too, ‘presidents have an
inordinate amount of power invested in them and
lictle in the way of institutional provisions to
check that power’ (May, 2000, p. 176).

One way in which these democratic despots
acquire at least some legitimacy is through semi-
competitive elections. They use control over
money, jobs, contracts, pensions, public housing,
the media, the police, the electoral system and the
courts to deliver success, usually without any need
to manipulate the election count. Egypt and
Tunisia are examples of countries where elections
have long been semi-competitive.

Note, however, that such methods are often
combined with effective governance and a
favourable disposition towards a dominant ruler or
party. For example, Singapore’s People’s Action
Party may manipulate elections in its favour but it
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DEBATE
‘ASTAN DEMOCRACY’

Many Asian leaders reject aspects of the Western
democratic tradition. They claim to be building a dis-
tinctive form of ‘Asian democracy' For example, the
rulers of Malaysia and Singapore explicitly reject the
Western interpretation of liberal democracy based on
individual rights. They favour an approach that gives
more weight to Asian values, including respect for
authority, avoiding public conflict and accepting the
primacy of the group. Democracy is defined in almost
familial terms, with the elected leader adopting a
paternal style. The state leads society,and democracy
therefore depends less on the independent groups
and associations which provide the foundation for
Western democracy.

The institutional consequences of ‘Asian democracy’
include a subservient media and judiciary. In addition,
the police and security forces become more aggres-
sive in their approach to criminals and dissenters. But
is there really a distinctive form of democracy in Asia
or is democracy a universal principle?

The case for

The attempt to develop non-Western models of
democracy derives in part from the natural cynicism of
former subjects to their colonial masters. Asian leaders
reject what they see as imperialist attempts to univer-
salize Western democracy. Dr Mahathir, when Prime
Minister of Malaysia, condemned Western democracies
‘where political leaders are afraid to do what is right,
where the people and their leaders live in fear of the
free media which they so loudly proclaim as inviolable!
A former foreign minister of Vietnam exposed Western
hypocrisy more bluntly:'Human rights? | learnt about
human rights when the French tortured me as a
teenager’ Thompson (2001, p. 160). Further, the Asian
model has delivered economic growth by allowing
leaders to focus on long-term modernization free from
electoral pressures.Thus Prime Minister Goh of
Singapore suggests that

our government acts more like a trustee. As a custo-
dian of the people’s welfare, it exercises indepen-
dent judgement on what is in the long-term
economic interests of the people and acts on that
basis. Government policy is not dictated by opinion
polls or referenda (Wang, 2002, p.v).

The case against

Critics allege that‘Asian democracy’is simply an
excuse for failing to move beyond semi-democracy.
Putzel (1997, p. 253) roundly declares that ‘claims for
“indigenous forms of democracy” appear to be no
more than justifications for authoritarian rule’ And
Brzezinski (1997, p. 5) suggests that ‘the “Asian values”
doctrine is nothing but a rationalization for a certain
phase of historical development’ By this he means
that through accidents of history Western societies
have more experience with protecting individual
freedom. Asia, Brzezinski suggests, is still playing
catch-up, both economically and politically. And
resolving the financial crisis that engulfed East Asia in
1997 required most countries in the region to some-
what reduce state intervention in the economy,
yielding a rather more liberal form of democracy.
Finally, a Western human rights activist argues that
democracy and human rights are inherently universal:

There is nothing special about torturing the Asian
way. Rape is not something that is done an Asian
way. Rape is rape, torture is torture and human
rights are human rights.

(Vatikiotis, 1995, p. 98)

Assessment

The debate on Asian democracy can not be resolved
easily. It mixes ideology and colonial memories in an
explosive combination. But three points are clear. First,
Asia has never been a single category. China is still
authoritarian, Indonesia largely so, Singapore is a
semi-democracy and Japan is an established democ-
racy. Second, rather than referring to ‘Asian’ democ-
racy, it might be more useful to consider the kind of
democracy best suited to economic development.
The‘Asian’ approach may be more effective in coun-
tries which are still growing their industrial capacity
even if the Western model is more appropriate for
developed economies. Third, the liberal form of
democracy found in the West reflects a long-term
project to tame the power of secular and religious
rulers. If Asia is to ‘catch up; it will take generations to
do so.

Further reading: Bell et al. (1995), Diamond and Plattner
(2001), Thompson (2001).
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has also ruled with competence. Similarly,
President Putin’s willingness to pull all the levers
of power available to him has not dented his
support among the Russian public; it may indeed
have endeared him to them.

Once elected, semi-democratic presidents rule
the roost and the assembly and the judiciary are
cowed into insignificance. Ordinary ‘citizens’ may
have a vote and their rights are tolerably secure
when the interests of the regime are not at stake.
But citizens are sensitive to the sound of gunfire.
They know when to lie low. With good reason, this
form of semi-democracy is sometimes called illib-
eral or electoral democracy (O’Donnell, 1996).

In a semi-democracy based on a dominant party
or individual, power is concentrated in a few
hands. But there is a second form of semi-democ-
racy in which elected rulers have too little rather
than too much power. Here elected rulers are
puppets rather than despots. In this version,
‘power is shifted to the military, bureaucracy or
top business groups (Case, 1996, p. 439). Like
weak monarchs surrounded by powerful
noblemen in medieval Europe, these elected politi-
cians must continue to govern alongside military,
ethnic, religious and regional leaders determined
to maintain their established privileges.

When the president is merely a frontman, the
outcome is an unconsolidated democracy in which
elections are established but do not function as
definitive statements of who should exercise final
decision-making power. In Thailand, Turkey and
Pakistan, for example, the military stands as a
guardian of the nation, exerting a ‘silent veto’ over
civilian decisions (Gills ez al, 1993, pp. 21-8).
Such semi-democracies are sometimes called
supervised or even fagade democracies.

Some post-soviet republics, including central
Asian  republics such as Kyrgyzstan and
Uzbekistan, exemplify this pattern of limited
authority for elected politicians (Fairbanks, 2001).
Real power comes from patronage and from deals
with regional and ethnic power brokers or even
with criminal gangs. In this type of semi-democ-
racy (‘disguised authoritarianism’ might be more
accurate), power gives the capacity to take elected
office but elected office does not add much power.
In these circumstances, the president is merely the
mouthpiece of a dominant and corrupt elite, and

elections are just plebiscites to confirm the elite’s
choice of top leader. Democracy fails because pres-
idents are impotent rather than despots.

The ways of semi-democracy are a sobering
reminder to those who take a naive view of the
triumph of democracy. Simplistic counts of the
number of democracies tell only part of the story.
As quantity has increased, quality has fallen. Why
is it, then, that so many new democracies turn
out, on closer inspection, to be only semi-democ-
ratic? There are two answers, the optimists and
the pessimist’s.

The optimist’s view is that semi-democracy is
merely transitional, a temporary staging post in
the world’s pilgrimage from authoritarian rule to
established democracy. This scenario possesses a
certain plausibility. After all, nearly all Western
democracies passed through a stage in which the
contest for power became open and legitimate, a
phase which preceded the introduction of uni-
versal suffrage. Even in the United States, democ-
racy took decades to establish.

But it is prudent to consider a more pessimistic
account of semi-democracy: that it is a stable
method of governing poor and unequal societies,
particularly now that blatant dictatorship has
become less acceptable. When poverty coincides
with extreme inequality, and when ethnic divisions
are strong, the prospects of creating a democratic
community of equals are slender indeed. Further,
semi-democracy is usually sufficient for the ruling
elite to meet the conditions of aid set by the
World Bank, the IMF and donor governments.
While these international bodies may welcome
democracy, in practice they give higher priority to
economic reform.

The heart of the matter is perhaps that semi-
democracy is a tacit, but stable, compromise
between domestic elites and international organi-
zations. For such reasons, Case (1996, p. 464)
concludes that semi-democracy is not ‘a mere way
station on the road to further democracy’.

Key reading

Next step: Dabl et al. (2003) is a wide-ranging
collection on the nature, conditions, procedures
and impact of democracy.
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Dahl (1989, 1998) offers lucid accounts of
democracy. The 1989 book is more advanced, the
1998 volume more introductory. Other overall
assessments include Arblaster (2002) and Held
(1996). Democratization has spawned an out-
standing literature: Huntington (1991) and
O’Donnell et a4l (1986) are influential, while
Pridham (1995) is a collection of classic articles.
Also on democratization, Grugel (2002) provides
an introductory overview while Diamond (1999)

focuses on consolidation. Carothers (2002) dis-
cusses the end of the transition paradigm as coun-
tries enter a seemingly permanent grey zone of
semi-democracy. For democracy in the developing
world, see Haynes (2001); for Islam and democ-
racy, Diamond ez a/. (2003) and for democracy
after communism, Diamond and Plattner (2002).
Gill and Marwick (2000) review Russia’s stillborn
democracy. Agiiero and Stark (1998) remains an
excellent survey of post-transition Latin America.
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Brooker (2000, p. 1) writes that ‘non-democ-
ratic government, whether by elders, chiefs,
monarchs, aristocrats, empires, military regimes or
one-party states, has been the norm for most of
human history’. As late as 1981, Perlmutter (p. xi)
could still claim that ‘the twentieth century is the
age of political authoritarianism’. Certainly that
brutal century will be remembered more for the
dictatorships it spawned - including Hitler’s
Germany, Stalin’s Russia, Maos China and Pol
Pot’s Cambodia — than for the democratic transi-
tions at its close.

But studying non-democracies remain far more
than an historical exercise. Authoritarian rulers
may be under more pressure as democratization
spreads but the species is far from extinct. Indeed,
September 11, 2001 brought non-democratic
regimes into sharper focus. Most of the terrorists
involved in the attacks on the United States,
including Osama bin Laden, were nationals of
Saudi Arabia, a leading example of an authori-
tarian Islamic state. More generally, the Arab
world contains a high proportion of the world’s
stock of both authoritarian governments and oil.

Other non-democratic regimes are also of inter-
national significance. In China, for instance, a
nominally communist ruling elite continues to
govern a quarter of the world’s population and a
rapidly expanding economy. China’s distinctive
combination of authoritarian politics with a partly
free economy has acquired global significance par-
ticularly since China joined the World Trade
Organization in 2001.

We begin by examining authoritarian rule in the
traditional style, a form common to non-democ-
ratic rulers past and present, before turning to the
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new forms of authoritarianism which emerged in
the twentieth century, namely communist, fascist
and military rule (Box 4.1). We then consider
contemporary authoritarianism in the Arab and
Muslim worlds and we conclude with an examina-
tion of China.

Traditional authoritarian rule

Traditional authoritarianism is a distinct form of
non-democratic rule in which authority is owed to
the ruler himself rather than to a more abstract
entity such as a communist or fascist party. The
people are subjects, not citizens, and the ruler is
constrained neither by law nor by competitive
election. Nonetheless, the ruler is expected to take
responsibility for his people, just as a father should
look after his children, in a format known as patri-
monial rule. The abstract idea of a state linking
rulers and citizens is missing, as are such modern
notions as constitutions, rights, the separation of
powers and the rule of law. Rather, the law (if it
exists at all) expresses the wishes of the ruler.

Definition

Weber’s notion of patrimonial rule is based on
the personal authority of a leading male who
rules as if he were the head of a large family. As a
father-figure, the ruler claims to care for his
dependants but at the same time his dominant
position affirms a relationship of inequality.
Patrimonial rule is traditional — patrimony liter-
ally means an inheritance from one’s father — but
remains common in authoritarian regimes today
(Gerth and Mills, 1948).

The major forms of traditional rule were chief-
doms and monarchies, though these sometimes
extended to larger empires such as Imperial China,
Mesopotamia and the Aztecs (van Creveld, 1999).
With the rise of the modern state, traditional rule
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BOX 4.1
Forms of authoritarian rule

Form Definition

Authoritarian
rule

(1) Any form of non-democratic
rule. (2) Those non-democratic
regimes which, unlike totalitarian
states, do not seek to transform
society and the people in it

Traditional
authoritarian
rule

Allegiance is owed to an individual
ruler who often claims a religious
mandate passed down through
family succession.The chief,
monarch or president rules his sub-
jects as if he were the head of an
extended family

Communist
states

Political systems in which the
communist party monopolized
power, leading to an all-encom-
passing bureaucratic state.In
theory, the object was to implement
Marx's vision of a classless society;
in practice, the party sought to
protect its position through social
control

Fascism An anti-liberal doctrine that glori-
fied the nation and advocated a
warrior state, led by an all-powerful
leader, to whom the masses would
show passionate commitment and
submission. Advocated by Mussolini
in Italy and, supplemented by Aryan
racism, the basis for National
Socialism in Nazi Germany

Military rule Government by the military, often
ruling through a junta comprising
the leader from each branch of the
forces. Half the countries in Africa
were under military control as late

as 1987

has become less common. However, presidents
governing in the traditional style are still common
in Africa and the Arabian Gulf.

Whether chief, monarch, emperor or president,
the authority of the traditional ruler is technically
unlimited. The leader’s authority is typically based

on religion, as with the divine right of kings in
pre-modern Europe and the mandate of heaven
claimed by Chinese emperors. Succession is often
based on heredity, maintaining the fictional
descent from God, but in practice is often
acquired through usurpation. Succession can be
either to the eldest son or (as with many ruling
families in the Middle East) to the eldest capable
relative. The latter method 1is less clear-cut,
inviting short-term conflict.

However, even when an outsider does become
ruler, the method of governing often continues
unchanged. Thus, traditional authoritarian rule
can provide a settled political framework, espe-
cially for static agricultural societies with little
need of government.

For all their theoretical authority, the power of
most traditional non-democratic leaders is neither
unlimited nor arbitrary. For one thing, rulers who
claim divine authority must ration those actions
contradicting the religious code. More important,
in the absence of an extended bureaucracy, rapid
transport and modern communications, rulers
lack direct means of controlling their subjects.
They are forced to administer their kingdoms and
empires indirectly, calling on the services of local
leaders. Kings, and emperors even more so, have
little choice but to govern by making deals with
provincial notables.

Finer (1997, p. 38) suggests that palace politics
is the characteristic mode of traditional authoritar-
ianism. Befitting the personal character of authori-
tarian governance, in palace politics the officers of
state are nothing more than servants of the ruler.
Thus, the Keeper of the King’s Purse and Minister
of Finance are one and the same. Because alle-
giance is owed to the ruler rather than to rules,
palace politics is based on personal relationships.
Finer's examples of pure ‘palace-type political
systems’ include ancient Egypt, the Roman empire
and some eighteenth-century absolute rulers in
Europe, such as the court of Louis XIV in France.

While palace politics can provide stable gover-
nance, the danger of traditional authoritarian rule
is that it becomes insular and introverted; too
much politics and not enough government.
Further, the court constitutes a tax on society:
money comes in from the authority of officials to
grant licences and take bribes. This intensely polit-
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ical economy discourages economic development
and is increasingly unpopular with international
agencies. With good reason, traditional authori-
tarian leaders rightly regard not just democracy,
but also development and the agencies which
promote it, with suspicion.

Communist, fascist and military rule

The twentieth century raised the political stakes.
Unlike their traditional counterparts, modern dic-
tators could exploit the political power of an
extended state, the economic resources of the
Industrial Revolution and the communications
facilities of national media. These developments
permitted  unprecedented  mobilization  and
control of mass populations. Authoritarian leaders
were no longer just masters of their palace; their
decisions now impinged directly on ordinary
people. In extreme cases such as Stalin’s Russia and
Hitler's Germany, the result was the systematic
murder of millions. So although much traditional
rule continued in the twentieth century, our focus
in this section will be on that century’s new cast
of dictators: communist, fascist and military
leaders.

Both communist and fascist rulers claimed to be
seeking a reconstruction of human nature and
society. Communist states notionally aimed for a
classless utopia while fascist rulers sought to renew
the nation’s strength through submission to a
dominant leader. These bombastic declarations
were not always matched by political reality but
even so, such bold aspirations were far removed
from the traditional authoritarian regime, with its
overriding commitment to maintaining the ruler’s
position. Certainly, a distinctive feature of com-
munist and fascist regimes was what Perlmutter
(1981, p. xi) terms the ‘conspicuous political inno-
vations of twentieth-century authoritarianism,
namely:

the unopposed single party, the party-state,
political police, the politburo [top party com-
mittee], revolutionary command councils, storm
troops, political youth movements, cadres and
gulags, propaganda machinery and concentra-
tion camps.

Definition

A totalitarian regime aims for total penetration
of society in an attempt, at least in theory, to
transform it. As defined by Linz (2000, p.4),a
totalitarian system is ‘a regime form for com-
pletely organizing political life and society’
During the Cold War, communist and fascist
states were bracketed as totalitarian, a connec-
tion which served to link communist regimes
with disgraced fascism (Gleason, 1995).

Below, we will outline communist and fascist
rule before turning to the large number of military
governments — usually authoritarian rather than
totalitarian — which ruled many developing coun-
tries for part of the second half of the twentieth
century.

Communist states

The 1917 October Revolution in Russia was a
decisive event of the twentieth century. It signalled
the international advent of a regime, an ideology
and a revolutionary movement which sought to
overthrow the capitalist democracies of the West.
Although communism failed to become a gov-
erning force in the affluent West, communist
power did expand dramatically in Eastern Europe
and Asia. The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics
(USSR) — effectively a new Russian empire — was
formed in 1924, extending from the Ukraine in
the west to the central Asian republic of
Kazakhstan in the east (Table 4.1 and Map 4.1).
By area, the USSR became the largest country in
the world.

After 1945, Eastern European countries such as
Poland and Romania became satellite territories of
this new empire. In Asia, the Chinese revolution
of 1949 established an additional if distinctive
communist state. During the Cold War, several
developing countries such as Benin and the Congo
also declared a nominal Marxist allegiance. Until
the decisive collapse of the communist order in
the late 1980s and early 1990s, regimes claiming
Marxist inspiration ruled more than 1.5 billion
people: about one in three of the world’s popula-
tion.

In seeking to understand communist rule, we
should note the sharp contrasts between ideology
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Table 4.1 Post-communist states in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union

State Population Gross domestic Ethnic groups comprising
estimate, 2003 product per head,  over 10% of the population,
(million) 2002 2002 (listed by size of group)

Eastern European states formerly under
the control of the Soviet Union

Albania 3.6 $4,500 Albanian
Bosnia and Herzegovina 4.0 $1,900 Serb, Bosnian, Croat
Bulgaria 7.5+ $6,600 Bulgarian, Turk
Croatia 44 $8,800 Croat
Czech Republic* 10.2+ $15,300 Czech, Moravian
Hungary* 10.0+ $13,300 Hungarian
Macedonia, Former Yugoslav

Republic of 2.1 $5,000 Macedonian, Albanian
Poland* 38.6 $9,500 Polish
Romania 224 $7,400 Romanian
Serbia and Montenegro 10.7 $2,370 Serb, Albanian
Slovakia* 54 $12,000 Slovak, Hungarian
Slovenia* 1.9 $18,000 Slovene

States formed from the Soviet Union

Armenia 3.3+ $3,800 Armenian

Azerbaijan 7.8 $3,500 Azeri

Belarus 10.3+ $8,200 Belarusian, Russian

Estonia* 1.4+ $10,900 Estonian, Russian

Georgia 4.9+ $3,100 Georgian

Kazakhstan 16.8 $6,300 Kazakh, Russian

Kyrgyzstan 49 $2,800 Kyrgyz, Russian, Uzbek

Latvia* 2.3+ $8,300 Latvian, Russian

Lithuania* 3.6+ $8,400 Lithuanian

Moldova 4.4 $2,500 Ukrainian, Russian,
Moldovan/Romanian

Russia 144.5+ $9,300 Russian

Tajikistan 6.9 $1,250 Tajik, Uzbek

Turkmenistan 4.8 $5,500 Turkmen

Ukraine 48.0+ $4,500 Ukrainian, Russian

Uzbekistan 26.0 $2,500 Uzbek

* Joined the European Union in 2004.
+ Falling population.

Source: CIA World Factbook at http://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook.
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Map 4.1 Post-communist Eastern Europe and Central Asia

and practice. In his theoretical writings, Karl Marx
(1818-83) had envisaged an equal, classless and
stateless utopia in which goods would be distrib-
uted from each according to their ability to each
according to their need. In The Communist
Manifesto (1848, p. 244), Marx and Engels
claimed that ‘in place of the old bourgeois society,
with its classes and class antagonisms, we shall
have an association, in which the free development
of each is the free development of all’. In the tran-
sition to this utopia, Marx suggested that the state
would be converted from an organ superior to
society to one completely subordinate to it
Practical revolutionaries, though, faced a more
immediate problem: how to overthrow the
existing capitalist order. Here Vladimir Lenin
(1870-1924), the Russian revolutionary, made a
pivotal contribution. He argued that the commu-
nist party should serve as a vanguard organization,
leading the workers into political activity that
would further enhance their revolutionary con-
sciousness. By assuming the party possessed a
deeper understanding of the true interests of the
working class than did the workers themselves,

Lenin provided the crucial rationale for the
monopoly position which communist parties
created once in power. In this way, the dictator-
ship of the party supplanted Marxs utopian
dreams.

In power, ruling communist parties dominated
society. Lenin’s view that the workers must be
forced to be free simply resulted in no freedom
whatever. Communist regimes were strongly
authoritarian, brooking no opposition, stage-man-
aging elections, acting above the law, rewriting
constitutions, determining all major appointments
to the government, controlling the media and
spying on their populations. Far from disap-
pearing as anticipated by Marx, the state under the
party’s tutelage became an enveloping presence.
Economies were brought under public control as
part of the push to industrialize; the elaborate five-
year plans produced in the Soviet Union were
undoubtedly the most ambitious, detailed and
comprehensive attempts at economic planning the
world has ever seen. The party controlled and the
state implemented.

This new form of party-state snuffed out inde-
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pendent organizations, creating a social wasteland
of distrust in which true political beliefs could
only be expressed safely within the family (and
sometimes not even there). Not only was active
opposition suppressed but explicit support — in
the form of attendance at demonstrations, party-
led meetings and elections — was required. This
insistence on active if ritual support was one factor
distinguishing totalitarian from merely authori-
tarian regimes.

As communist states retreat into history, we
should be careful to avoid stereotyping their char-
acteristics. Communist regimes varied among
themselves and also over time. In parts of Eastern
Europe, for example Poland, local communist
leaders governed with a lighter touch than in the
communist heartland of the Soviet Union. China
followed an even more independent path, with the
triumph of the communist revolution in 1949
owing as much to nationalism as to Marxism, and
resulting from the efforts of the army as well as the
party (Selden, 1995).

Similarly, communist states grew less totalitarian
as they matured. Once the initial thrust to indus-
trialize had been achieved, many such regimes
settled into the routines of middle age. The Soviet
Union is a striking example. During the 1930s,
under Stalin’s brutal dictatorship, Russia had
achieved forced industrialization and the collective
ownership of agriculture. But after the tyrant’s
death in 1953, a programme of ‘de-Stalinization’
quickly emerged. Nikita Khrushchev, the new
party secretary, famously denounced Stalin in his
secret speech to the party elite in 1956. Terror
ceased to be a routine political tactic and the
Soviet Union came to offer a more predictable
environment to its citizens.

Yet far from stabilizing the party’s control, the
attempt to transform communist rule into more
rational and orderly governance eventually proved
its undoing. State-led planning achieved speedy
industrialization but proved incapable of deliv-
ering the advanced products and services found in
the West. ‘Advanced socialism’ proved to be a con-
tradiction in terms. Communism reached its dead
end. The party lost its mission and continued to
rule only because it had done so in the past. In
such circumstances, reform was always likely to
escalate into revolution.

When Mikhail Gorbachev became General
Secretary of the Soviet Communist Party in 1985,
his intention was modernization but the outcome
was dissolution. In Eastern Europe, communist
rule fell apart in 1989 once the new Russian leader
made it clear that the USSR would no longer
intervene militarily to protect the puppet rulers of
its satellite states. The following year, the Soviet
Union itself dissolved into 15 constituent
republics (Table 4.1). In Russia, by far the most
important of these republics, the Communist
Party was outlawed, a humiliating fate for what
had been the most powerful party on earth.

Even where nominally communist rule still sur-
vives, as in China, Vietnam and Laos, most eco-
nomic development now occurs outside the state
sector. In the twenty-first century, communism’s
major significance lies in its legacy for successor
regimes. As a system of rule and a method of eco-
nomic organization, communism is finished. It
was the future that didn’t work.

Fascist states

Fascism was the twentieth century’s second
remarkable contribution to authoritarian rule.
Located at the extreme right rather than the far
left of the ideological spectrum, fascist regimes
nonetheless sought — like communist states — to
dominate the societies they ruled. But fascist
regimes were rarer and less stable than their com-
munist equivalents. Although we can still observe
the consequences of communism in the twenty-
first century, fascism’s challenge was confined to
the period bordered by the two world wars.
Fascism began with the emergence of revolu-
tionary groups (fascia) in Italy during the First
World War (1914—18). As a serious force, it ended
with the defeat of Germany in 1945. Fascist ele-
ments continued to be found in Spain under
General Franco and even Portugal under Salazar,
two dictators whose right-wing rule continued
well into the 1960s. But these were conservative
authoritarian regimes rooted in the army and the
church; they sought merely to recover traditional
national glories rather than to build a new and
self-consciously modern order (Linz, 2000).
Similarly, the right-wing anti-immigrant parties
found in contemporary Europe do not embrace all
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DEBATE

AUTHORITARIAN RULE AS A RECIPE FOR ECONOMIC

DEVELOPMENT

Can authoritarian rule be defended as an effective
method for economic development? If so, we will
have a powerful critique of democracy’s claims to be
universally the best form of government since we
would nearly all prefer to eat under a dictator than to
starve in a democracy. In addition, we could reason-
ably anticipate that democracy is unlikely to consoli-
date in poor countries over the long term if the cost is
slower economic development.

The case for

Serensen (19974, p. 65) points out that ‘in the twen-
tieth century there was no case of successful eco-
nomic development without comprehensive political
action involving enormous state intervention in the
economy'The reason is clear:industrialization
requires massive investment in infrastructure such as
transport, communications and education; initially,
these can only be funded by the state. And authori-
tarian rulers can generate the surplus needed for
investment precisely because they can resist short-
term pressures forimmediate consumption. Simply
put, they can kick-start development because they
can ignore the squeals of those whose consumption
is initially held down.

Consider some examples.The communist revolution
in Russia initiated a remarkably rapid transformation
from a rural to an industrial society. Similarly, the
Chinese economy has grown under communism at
twice the rate achieved by democratic India. Between
1960 and 1985, authoritarian Indonesia, Singapore
and South Korea were among the fastest-growing
economies in the world. In parts of Latin America, too,
technocrats operating under more or less authori-
tarian governments succeeded in the final decades of
the century in imposing coherent economic policy on
unruly societies. Even some miilitary rulers have initi-
ated worthwhile modernization: for example, the land
reforms introduced by General Abdel Nasser
(President of Egypt, 1956-70) mean that nearly all
Egyptians now have access to safe water,an accom-
plishment as yet unmatched by India.

The case against

A few non-democratic regimes may initiate economic
development but the vast majority do not. Many tradi-
tional rulers, such as the ruling families in the Middle
East, continue to resist modernization. Other dictators,
for example Nigeria's military ‘lootocrats; set back eco-
nomic development by decades. An overall assess-
ment by Przeworski et al. (2000) concludes that there is
no ‘cruel choice’to be made between democracy and
development. If industrialization really does require
forgoing immediate consumption, rulers should
attempt to persuade the people of the need for sacri-
fice, not impose dictatorial solutions. Besides, even if
non-democratic rule can lead to industrialization, that
point does not excuse the abuses of power and
human rights which are an inherent danger of authori-
tarian regimes. For example, China’s path of commu-
nist modernization involved the brutality of the Great
Leap Forward, in which around 40 million people died
between 1958 and 1963 as a result of a bungled exper-
iment in forced collectivization.Who is prepared to

say — indeed, who is entitled to say — that economic
growth is justified at such a massive human price?

Assessment

Perhaps economic development in the twentieth
century could only be achieved by a stable authori-
tarian elite capable both of extracting resources for
investment and of providing state leadership for
emerging private industries. But in the twenty-first
century, globalization has given developing countries
access to new sources of capital through multinational
corporations, overseas banks and the World Bank.To
access these resources, developing countries benefit
from convincing lenders that their economy is market-
based and that their politics takes the form of a toler-
ably liberal democracy. The twentieth century may
prove to have been the pinnacle of ‘the developmental
state’led by authoritarian rulers; in the new century,
markets and democracy may belong together in
developing as well as developed countries.

Further reading: Przeworski et al.(2000), Robinson and White
(1998), Serensen (1997a).
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aspects of the interwar ideology. Even though
these protest parties are frequently condemned as
fascist, their essential character is post-fascist
(Ignati, 1992).

Even in its interwar heyday, fascist regimes were
rare on the ground. Mussolini’s leadership of Italy,
lasting from 1922 until 7/ duce was deposed in
1943, is the main example. However even this dic-
tatorship was fascist more by bombastic declaration
than by institutional reality. In Hitler's Germany,
the Nazi party espoused an ideology that certainly
included fascist principles. However, these ele-
ments were blended with crude Aryan racism to
form the compound known as national socialism.

Yet the fascist worldview cannot be ignored; it
represents an important nationalist response to the
rise of communism. Its significance for the twen-
tieth century — and for six million European Jews
in particular — was profound.

What, then, was the doctrine expressed by the
classic fascist regimes? Fascism was an extreme glo-
rification of the nation, often defined in racial
terms. The notional purpose was to create an all-
embracing nation to which the masses would
show passionate commitment and submission. An
autocratic ruler and a single party would personify
the state. State and nation would become one.

Fascism lacked the theoretical sophistication of
communism; it offered an ideological impulse
more than a coherent plan. It sought to use the
power of the state, as revealed by the First World
War, to revive the countries defeated in that con-
flict. Religion, liberalism, parliamentary democ-
racy and even capitalism were condemned as weak
distractions from the key task of national revival.
Fascists claimed that a strong, self-sufficient,
warlike nation could mobilize the population
more effectively — and in a more modern way —
than any other type of regime. ‘Everything in the
state: nothing against the state: nothing outside
the state’, said Mussolini. Fascism, not liberalism,
was the defence which proud nations should adopt
against the communist threat. In short, fascism
was the twentieth-century doctrine of nationalism
taken to extremes (Griffin, 2004).

In power, fascist regimes governed very differ-
ently from ruling communist parties, even though
both forms are often grouped under the totali-
tarian label. Certainly, fascist rulers were com-

mitted to mobilizing the population in an orga-
nized effort at national rebirth, just as communist
regimes claimed to be constructing a classless
society. And both ideologies gave primacy to poli-
tics: nothing could compete with the authority
bestowed on the supreme fascist leader, just as
ruling communist parties dominated their own
societies.

But fascism lacked the organized character of
communist rule. It favoured the risky ‘leader prin-
ciple’ in which governance depended on a single
individual rather than a well-developed party.
Hitler, for one, never showed much interest in
administration, preferring to leave his underlings
to fight their own bureaucratic battles (Kershaw,
2000). Mature communist states often ran on
auto-pilot, with an anonymous party functionary
in charge, but fascism — a doctrine of constant
movement and change — never developed compa-
rable routines of rule.

Fascist parties were essentially personal vehicles
through which the leader managed his rise to
power; unlike communist parties, they lost signifi-
cance once the state was won. In power, neither
Mussolini nor even Hitler achieved the domina-
tion of society found under communism.
Mussolini proved incapable of abolishing even the
Italian monarchy while Hitler preferred to exploit
rather than nationalize German industry. For all
its impact on the twentieth century, fascist prac-
tice often seemed to present politics as theatre:
marches, demonstrations, symbols and speeches. It
was no surprise that fascism’s collapse in 1945 pre-
ceded that of its better-organized communist
bogeyman.

Military rule

Military rule is our final form of twentieth-
century authoritarian government. Most military
regimes lacked the ideological underpinnings of
communism or even fascism; indeed, they typi-
cally lacked any theoretical justification at all.
Nonetheless, military government was an impor-
tant aspect of twentieth-century government. As
Pinkney (1990, p. 7) writes,

the involvement of soldiers in politics is not
new, and can be traced back at least as far as
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Roman times. The phenomenon of military
government, in the sense of a government drawn
mainly from the army and using the army as its
main power base, is much newer and belongs
essentially to the last 50 years.

The contrasts between military regimes, on the
one hand, and communism and fascism, on the
other, are acute. Most military coups came later in
the century, between the 1960s and 1980s, and,
more significantly, they occurred in post-colonial
countries in Latin America, Africa and parts of
Asia where the state had not achieved the penetra-
tion found in Europe. While fascism and commu-
nism sought to exploit the power of the modern
state, many military coups (especially in smaller
African countries) were made possible precisely
because the state remained simple and underdevel-
oped. An ambitious general just needed a few
tanks, driven by a handful of discontented officers,
to seize the presidential palace and the single radio
station.

Yet because the post-colonial state’s penetration
through society remained limited, life outside
the capital would continue unchanged after the
coup. Lacking the economic resources and gover-
nance tools of modern states, most military
rulers were modest in their policy aspirations.
The state in uniform lacked the grand objectives
of both communist and fascist regimes; in some
cases, the aim of the generals was little more
than to steal public money. Military government
was always authoritarian and sometimes brutal,
not least during Latin America’s phase of repres-
sive army rule from the mid-1960s to the mid-
1970s. But, reflecting the societies in which the
military came to power, army rule was rarely
totalitarian.

Definition

A military coup is a seizure of political power by
the armed forces or sections thereof.The term
conjures up images of a violent, secretive and
unwelcome capture of power against the oppo-
sition of civilian rulers. In fact, many coups
replaced one military regime with another,
involved little if any loss of life and were more or
less invited by the previous rulers.

In many of the post-colonial countries created in
the 1950s and 1960s, generals soon seized power
from civilian rulers — and then from other gen-
erals. Sub-Saharan Africa is the major arena. Here,
68 coups occurred between 1963 and 1987
(Magyar, 1992). But military takeover was not
restricted to new states. In Latin America, where
colonies had gained independence in the nine-
teenth century, only Mexico and Costa Rica were
immune from military government in the postwar
period. Military governments became far more
numerous than communist and fascist regimes
combined.

Definition

The Cold War refers to the competition between
the United States and the Soviet Union which
lasted from the late 1940s to the Soviet Union’s
collapse in 1991.The Cold War reached a high
intensity of confrontation, particularly before
détente began in the late 1960s. Its end was an
event of the first magnitude, releasing the waves
of globalization, regionalization, nationalism and
democratization which characterize the twenty-
first century.

Why did military coups cluster in the decades
following the Second World War? As with other
aspects of politics during this era, the Cold War
was a crucial factor. In this period, the United
States and the Soviet Union were more concerned
with the global chessboard than with how post-
colonial countries were governed internally. Each
superpower sought allies and did not enquire
closely into the background, civilian or military,
of a country’s rulers. Thus, governing generals
could survive through the political, economic and
military backing of a superpower even though
they might lack support in their own country.
Simple contagion, in which a coup in one country
was emulated by its neighbours, was another
influence.

Inclusionary and exclusionary regimes repre-
sented the two extremes of military rule (Remmer,
1989). In the former, the military leaders sought
to build a base of support among the political class
— and even, on occasion, in the wider population
— often by exploiting the population’s respect for a
strong leader. Civilian politicians were represented
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in a cabinet and the bureaucracy continued to
make important decisions.

The modernizing regime of Colonel Juan Perén
in Argentina was an example. Perén came to
power in a coup in 1943, serving as president
between 1946 and 1955 and again in 1973-74.
He undertook a populist programme of state-led
industrialization based on a strong trade union
movement and a commitment to social welfare for
the urban working class. This Peronist amalgam,
based on a distinctively Catholic commitment to
both order and reform, continues to influence
Argentinian politics (Norden, 1996).

But most military governments were exclu-
sionary rather than inclusionary. In classic authori-
tarian fashion, the generals sought to prevent
popular participation so as to entrench their own
position. Opposition was always monitored and
suppressed as necessary. Consider General
Pinochet’s bloody rule of Chile between 1973 and
1989. Pinochet eliminated all potential sources of
popular opposition. He exterminated, exiled or
imprisoned thousands of labour leaders and left-
wing politicians, concentrating power in the hands
of his ruling military clique (Drake and Jaksic,
1989).

The standard institutional form of an exclu-
sionary military regime was the junta (council), a
small group made up of the leader of each branch
of the armed forces. In Chile, Pinochet himself
acted as chief executive while a classic four-man
junta representing the army, navy, air force and
national police took over legislative tasks.

Just as military governments prospered during
the Cold War, so they shrivelled after its close. As
Wiseman (1996, p. 4) writes, ‘authoritarian
African political leaders [such as the generals] were
more strongly placed to resist the pressures of
African democrats when they could turn to
outside pressures to help them stay in power’. By

the 1990s, these rulers could no longer rely on
their sponsoring superpower; instead, condition-
ality ruled the roost. Aid and technical assistance
flowed to civilian regimes that adopted democratic
forms and offered at least some protection to civil
rights. International bodies such as the World
Bank stipulated market-based economic policies
that did not sit comfortably with military rule.

Just as contagion had accelerated the diffusion
of military coups in the 1960s and 1970s, so also
did it encourage generals to return to their bases in
the 1980s and 1990s. In Latin America, even
before the Cold War ended, and later in most of
Africa, the military withdrew from formal rule,
transforming the pattern of government around
the world. The last Latin American generals were
back in their barracks by 1993 and any coups
since then have been sporadic affairs confined to
smaller countries in the region (Figure 4.1).

For now at least, military governments — like
communist states — are known mainly for their
impact on successor regimes. So we conclude this
section by examining the difficult legacy of mili-
tary rule for contemporary civilian leaders. The
main problem is that long periods of army rule led
to an interweaving of civilian and military power.
In many Latin American countries, senior officers
had become accustomed to such privileges as

guaranteed seats in the cabinet

a high level of military expenditure
sole control of the security agencies
personal profit from defence contracts
exemption from civilian justice.
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The ending of military government did not mean
an end to these resources. Indeed, some of these
privileges were entrenched before military rulers
could be persuaded to relinquish their occupancy
of the state.

Ecuador Peru Bolivia Argentina Brazil Surinam Chile Paraguay
‘ ‘ ‘ ‘ Uruguay
I
I 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
1979 1980 1982 1983 1985 1987 1990 1993
Note: Ecuador experienced a military coup in 2000.

Figure 4.1 The ending of military rule in Latin America
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profile NIGERIA

Population: 134m, the tenth largest in
the world (HIV/Aids, 6 per cent).

Gross domestic product per head:
about $345 but with marked
inequality.

Main groups: Hausa-Fulani (29 per cent)
in the north, Yoruba (21 per cent) in

the southeast.

In April 2003, Olusegun Obasanjo was reelected
civilian president of Nigeria in elections considered to
have been only partly rigged. Hardly an inspiring sum-
mation, we might think, except that this was the first
time since independence that two successive
elections had occurred without an intervening period
of military rule (even in 2003, the two leading candi-
dates were former military heads of state). Nigeria
illustrates many of the difficulties faced by countries
with an authoritarian history in consolidating
democracy.

Under General Sani Abacha, the country’s military
ruler from 1993, governance had been corrupt, sordid
and self-serving. Nigerians called the regime a lootoc-
racy because it consisted of stealing public assets for
personal benefit. After the general’s death in 1998 -
popularly known as God'’s coup - his wife was caught
fleeing to Saudi Arabia with 38 suitcases full of foreign
currency. A son was intercepted carrying the consider-
able sum of $100m in cash. Later governments have
devoted considerable effort to securing the return of
these monies from deposit accounts in the City of
London.

The transition to civilian rule under Obasanjo was
remarkably smooth, raising hopes that Nigeria would
begin the road to recovery after decades of authori-
tarian misrule.Yet so far the results have been limited,
demonstrating not just the long-term damage
inflicted by the military but also the deeper problems
facing many African states. Apart from an expanding
mobile telephone system, Nigeria’s economy remains
in poor condition. In the oil-producing Niger Delta,
wealthy executives employed by multinational com-
panies extract the vital commodity while local people
subsist in squalor amid a degraded environment.The
government’s foreign debt remains an imposing
$30bn, denting its international credibility.

the southwest and Ibo (18 per cent) in

Religions: Muslim 50 per cent, Christian
40 per cent, traditional religions about
10 per cent. Nigeria has the fifth largest
Muslim population in the world.

Form of government: a presidential

republic. Civilian rule was reintro-
duced in 1999 following 15 years of
military rule.

Territorial basis of power: federal, with
the number of states increasing from
12in 1967 to 37 in 2003.

The infrastructure which might permit rapid eco-
nomic recovery has also decayed. Electricity is irreg-
ular while endemic corruption scares off many foreign
investors; Nigeria is probably the most corrupt
country in the world. The civil service is massively
overstaffed, with many illiterates appointed to posts
requiring documents to be processed. Inefficiency is
rife: over $5bn of public money has been invested in a
steel mill that has not yet produced any steel. Military
equipment is in a chronic condition: the navy has
more admirals than seaworthy ships.In a major oil-
producing country, petrol is sometimes rationed.

Ethnic and religious conflict, superimposed on
provinces operating in a federal framework, holds
back post-military recovery.The central government
became an arena for conflict between regions and
between ethnic groups, leading to civil war in 1967.
Even today, divisions between Hausa-Fulani, Yoruba
and lbos are entrenched. Because a gain for one group
is defined as a loss by the others, the national interest
is subordinated to conflicts between North and South
and between Muslims and Christians.These divisions,
leading to around 10,000 deaths in Obasanjo’s first
administration, have intensified with the introduction
of traditional Islamic law to some northern states.

The transition from authoritarian rule has thrown
Nigeria's continuing difficulties into sharper relief. An
aimless continuation of the status quo is perhaps the
most likely prognosis but neither national disintegra-
tion, nor even another phase of military rule, can be
ruled out. Partly free elections notwithstanding,
Nigeria seems to be incapable of developing into a
consolidated, united democracy.

Further reading: Holman and Wallis (2000), Maier (2002),
Momoh and Adejumobi (2002).
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Chile illustrates the difficulties of full disengage-
ment. Before returning power to civilians in 1980,
General Pinochet ensured that the new constitu-
tion secured military autonomy. The armed forces
were granted exemption from prosecution in
civilian courts and retained their position as guar-
antors of the ‘institutional order’ and ‘national
security’. Similarly, Ecuador’s armed forces were
guaranteed 15 per cent of the country’s oil rev-
enues until 2010. Such conditional transitions,
characteristic of Latin America, helped the shift to,
but weakened the depth of, the post-military
regime. They signal the continued perception of
the military as a source of order for the nation and

they leave a difficult bequest for new democracies
(Pion-Berlin, 2001).

The Arab and Muslim worlds

In the twenty-first century, authoritarian regimes
form a more diverse group than ever before; no
longer are their ranks dominated by military gov-
ernments and communist party states. Instead, we
are presented with a varied collection including
Chinese Communist Party leaders, Pakistani gen-
erals, Iranian clerics, Saudi princes and assorted
authoritarian presidents in some of the smaller
states of Central Asia, Africa and Latin America.
These rulers have little in common beyond their
rejection of Western democracy. It is tempting to
dismiss this ragged band as twentieth-century left-
overs, soon to fall victim to an American-inspired
embrace of democracy and capitalism. But such a
judgement is certainly premature, involving a risky
bet on yet another wave of democratization.

In this section, we will focus on the authori-
tarian regimes of the Arab and Muslim worlds, the
main enclaves of non-democracy today. These two
categories overlap but not completely. The Arab
world is centred on the Arabian peninsula and
North Africa. It includes Algeria, Egypt, Libya,
Iraq, Morocco, Saudi Arabia and Syria. There is
no established democracy in Arab countries.

Muslim countries — those with an Islamic
majority — include the Arab heartland but extend
beyond it. For example, Indonesia, Pakistan and
Turkey are populous Islamic but non-Arab coun-
tries. Again, most but not all Muslim countries are

Table 4.2 Islam and democracy, 2001

Is the government ~ Countries with an Non-Islamic

elected by Islamic majority ~ countries
democratic means?

Yes 11 110

No 36 35
(Total number

of countries) (47) (145)

Source: Adapted from Karatnycky (2002).

authoritarian, with democracy confined to part of
the Islamic periphery, notably Turkey (Map 4.2).
Table 4.2 shows the strong statistical relation-
ship between Islam and non-democratic rule. It
demonstrates not only that Islamic democracies
are rare but also that Muslim countries comprise
one in two of the world’s authoritarian regimes.
With their massive oil reserves, the Arab and
Muslim worlds have always attracted interest from
Western commentators. But this attention was of
course magnified by 9/11 and the resulting
American-led invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq.
Suddenly, the authoritarian governments of the
Arab and Muslim worlds became a focus of
Western interest, with some American policy-
makers beginning to seek ways of promoting both
democracy and market economies in a region
characterized by poor governance and low growth.
Why have Arab and Muslim countries resisted
the waves of democratization which have lapped
against the shores of other authoritarian states?
There can be little doubt that Islam and democ-
racy are difficult bedfellows. In Islam — unlike
Christianity — religious and secular authority are
combined rather than separated. Religious values
suffuse politics, limiting the space for an indepen-
dent political will expressed through democratic
means. Just as Islam dominates culture, so reli-
gious figures take the lead in guiding politics.
Yayla (2002, p. 3), for example, concludes that ‘in
all Islamic countries decision-making is over-cen-
tralized, power-sharing mechanisms are very few,
civil society is extremely weak and the sponta-
neous forces of society are strictly limited’.
Certainly, the form taken by Islam varies across
time and space. Contemporary Turkey demon-
strates that tolerably democratic politics can be
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achieved in an Islamic society. But even in Turkey
the combination has been difficult to sustain. At
times, Turkey’s army has intervened to maintain
the secular vision of the country’s modern
founder, Kemal Atatiirk (Altunisik and Kavli,
2003). Elsewhere in the Muslim world, Islamic
traditions have hindered the spread of democracy.

But we should also recognize the West’s histor-
ical role in shaping the political environment
within the contemporary Arab and Muslim
worlds. At least until 9/11, most Western powers
had shown little interest in democracy promotion.
Instead, Western influence has worked in three
main ways against the establishment of democracy
in the East.

First, the Middle East consists of what are, in
effect, post-colonial states. As elsewhere, Europe
imposed the state form on areas that had previ-
ously been organized differently — mainly as
provinces of the Turkish Ottoman Empire. With
the collapse of this Empire after the First World
War, the British and the French became effective
masters of the region. Operating under a mandate
from the League of Nations, Western powers ruled
in colonial style, creating arbitrary state bound-
aries, new administrative centres and a forceful
bureaucracy more concerned with internal security
than social development. The absence of an
indigenous state tradition and the post-colonial
legacy combined to inhibit the development of
stable democracies of the region.

Second, the Middle East has proved to be a
fulcrum of world politics where forms of govern-
ment have historically taken second place to
superpower strategy. ‘For the last two centuries,” as
Brown (1984, p. 3) observes, ‘the Middle East has
been more consistently and more thoroughly
ensnared in great power politics than any other
part of the non-western world.” The region’s oil
reserves, and the continuing conflict over Israel,
have certainly engaged Western attention. But
when its strategic interests were at stake, the West
— and especially the USA — showed little concern
about the internal organization of Arab states.

For example, the United States was content to
build a relationship with the authoritarian rulers of
oil-rich Saudi Arabia, even though the presence of
America troops between 1991 and 2003 in a
country containing the holy Islamic cities of Mecca

and Medina fuelled resentment throughout the
Muslim world. Strategic calculation has dominated
the West’s approach to the Middle East, as
President George W. Bush acknowledged in a
speech to the National Endowment for Democracy
in November 2003:

sixty years of Western nations excusing and
accommodating the lack of freedom in the
Middle East did nothing to make us safe —
because stability cannot be purchased at the
expense of liberty.

Third, the contemporary vigour of Islam, partic-
ularly in its fundamentalist forms, is in part a reac-
tion against Western preeminence. As the
economic, scientific and military superiority of the
West has become apparent, so radical and explic-
itly anti-Western variants of Islam have gained
ground. Some Muslims take refuge in the era long
gone when Islamic civilization was indeed more
advanced than the West, concluding that their
task is to restore this pure culture against its
external desecration. Once Islamic voices articulate
this anti-Western turn, the task of importing
democracy from its European and American
heartlands becomes even more challenging.

With these points in mind, let us review three
varied examples of authoritarian rule in Islamic
countries: Saudi Arabia, Iran and Pakistan (Map
4.2). Saudi Arabia is at the centre of the Arab
world while Iran and Pakistan are major examples
of non-Arab Muslim countries.

Saudi Arabia

Saudi Arabia, possessed of the world’s largest oil
reserves, is of particular interest as a major source of
both personnel and funding for anti-Western ter-
rorism. The country also exemplifies authoritarian
rule in the region, with the government led by the
cautious and conservative Saud family. Advocates of
Wahhabism, the dominant and puritanical strain of
Islam found in the kingdom, have been particularly
active in promoting Islam internationally.

Saudi Arabia’s political style reflects the influ-
ence of King Abdul Aziz Ibn Saud. He led the
Saudi state from its inception in 1902 until his
death in 1953. In true patrimonial style, Ibn Saud
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ran his kingdom as a gigantic personal household,
using marriage as a vital political tactic. In total,
he took 300 wives drawn from all the powerful
families in the state. The king was in a position to
control the political and personal fortunes of all
the leading figures, and did so. The carrot was
used more than the stick but the ruler’s monopoly
of both devices enabled him to combine rewards
for supporters with ruthlessness towards oppo-
nents (Kostiner and Teitelbaum, 2000).

Like most authoritarian rulers, Ibn Saud was
more concerned with protecting his position than
developing his kingdom. Politics came before
policy. Such developments as education (or more
recently television and the internet) are always per-
ceived as a threat by traditional rulers. Their main
concern, after all, is to maintain the population’s
dependence on their own control of wealth and
patronage. While American colonists raised the cry,
‘no taxation without representation’, the oil-inspired
deal the Saudi king offered to his people was rather
different: ‘no taxation, therefore no representation’.

Slowly, however, social pressures in Saudi Arabia
have begun to build. A predominantly young pop-
ulation, limited by inadequate education, has
begun to experience unemployment even in a
country which is still the worlds largest oil
exporter. Internal surveillance is extensive, the
media practise self-censorship, male domination is
virtually complete and political parties are banned.
In such a controlled environment, society beyond
the ageing ruling family consists largely of the
mosque, meaning that radical Islamic movements
provide one of the few outlets for expression
which is formally separate from the state:

The religious opposition groups are the only
ones that have regular meeting places where they
can assemble and have at their disposal a
network not fully subject to the state. The more
oppressive the regime, the more it helps the fun-
damentalists by giving them a virtual monopoly
of opposition.

(Lewis, 2003, p. 102)

Given the long-term alliance between Saudi’s
ruling family and the United States, verbal and
physical assaults on the West by youthful members
of such movements also represent implicit cri-

tiques of Saudi Arabia’s own autocratic rulers
(Niblock, 2003). But Islamic terrorists have also
sought to strike at Saudi Arabia itself. One of al-
Qaeda’s earliest attacks, in 1995, was against the
Saudi National Guard; more recently, compounds
for foreigners have been targeted.

So the country is in an awkward position as
both a source for and a victim of terrorist activity.
With even the USA now beginning to look more
critically at the country’s funding of radical Islamic
groups beyond its borders, the foundations of the
House of Saud are beginning to shake, if not
crumble.

Iran

Iran (formerly Persia) is our second example of
authoritarian rule in an Islamic society. Although
the Iranian population is predominantly Persian
rather than Arab, the main contrast with Saudi
Arabia — and with other Muslim countries — lies in
the direct political role played by Iran’s religious
leaders. Whereas in Saudi Arabia, the royal family
and the Wahhabis coexist uneasily, Iran exemplifies
that rarest form of authoritarian rule: theocracy.
The country illustrates with exceptional clarity the
close relationship in Islam between church and
state. However, even in Iran the political authority
of the clerics (ayatollahs and mullahs) remains
contested; indeed, increasingly so.

Definition

A theocracy is government by religious leaders.
Although Christianity separates political and reli-
gious roles, clerics play a direct political role in
some other religions. In ancient Israel, for
example, God’s laws were expounded and
applied by holy men.The regime established in
Iran after the overthrow of the Shah in 1979 is a
more recent example of theocratic rule.

Iran’s theocracy was a child of the 1979 revolu-
tion, the last great insurrection of the twentieth
century. In this revolution, Ayatollah Khomeini, a
76-year-old cleric committed to Islamic funda-
mentalism, overthrew the Shah of Iran. The Shah,
an absolute monarch whose family had ruled the
country since 1926, had supported Western-style
economic development. In reaction the revolu-
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tionaries advocated a traditional Islamic republic
free from foreign domination. ‘Neither East nor
West” became the slogan. In power, the ayatollahs
created a unique Islamic state in which they gov-
erned directly rather than by overseeing secular
rulers.

Iran’s post-revolutionary constitution did incor-
porate a directly elected presidency and assembly.
Yet the real power lay with the clerics, expressed in
part through a 12-member Council of Guardians
which certifies that all bills and candidates
conform with Islamic law. In strictly enforcing tra-
ditional, male-dominated Islamic codes, the aya-

tollahs permeated society in a manner reminiscent
of totalitarian regimes. The Interior Ministry still
makes extensive use of informants while the state
employs arbitrary arrests and even assassination as
a form of control through terror. These are classic
signs of totalitarianism.

But as with many radical Islamic movements,
Iran’s revolution was backward-looking, seeking to
recreate the religion’s former glories. Rule by aya-
tollahs has not delivered economic growth, even in
a country with considerable oil reserves, and Iran’s
politics has turned into a lengthy battle between
the now traditional clerics and liberal reformers.
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The liberals are led by Mohammad Khatami, a
moderate advocate of Islamic democracy who was
first elected president in 1997. In a country where
two-thirds of the population are under 25, it
seems unlikely that religious leaders will be able to
resist further reform indefinitely (Schirazi, 1998).
This division between an authoritarian establish-
ment and a young population is also found in
Saudi Arabia and other Islamic countries. But the
battle of generations and outlook is waged more
openly in Iran than elsewhere, with the young
relying on the internet, satellite television and
mobile phones to circumvent official censorship.
Although no counter-revolution to 1979 is guar-
anteed, how the conflict of generations is resolved
in Iran will, in time, resonate through the Muslim
world, possibly providing the opening for a more
democratic politics throughout the region.

Pakistan

Pakistan provides our final case of non-democratic
rule in an Islamic country. Pakistan is located in
Asia rather than the Middle East but its popula-
tion is overwhelmingly Muslim.

Unlike Iran, which has a long history as a sover-
eign state, Pakistan is more typically post-colonial.
The country was created by the British in 1947
from the Muslim provinces of colonial India. The
name ‘Pakistan’ is taken from the northwest
provinces of British India: Punjab, Afhghan,
Kashmir, Sindh and Baluchistan. In 1971, the
country’s separate eastern wing broke away to
form independent Bangladesh.

In some ways, contemporary Pakistan is a curi-
ously old-fashioned example of authoritarian gov-
ernment. For one thing, it provides a rare
contemporary  instance of military  rule.
Throughout its post-colonial history, military and
civilian rule have oscillated in what is a large, poor,
unequal and virtually feudal state lacking the oil
wealth of Saudi Arabia and Iran. The current gov-
ernment, led by General Pervez Musharraf, is the
fourth military regime since Pakistan was created
from the partition of India in 1947. It dates from
a coup in 1999 which followed several years of
ineffective civilian rule, including a setback in the
long-running conflict with India over Kashmir.

Together with the bureaucracy, Pakistan’s army

has long seen itself as the guardian of the national
interest — and the common weal is indeed a
concept remote from the workings of civilian poli-
tics in the country. Money has become the core
political currency, with allegiances simply bought
and sold. In these circumstances, it is neither diffi-
cult nor even implausible for the army to present
itself as national guardian. Pakistan provides a
continuing example of a political system in which
the military supervises domestic politics, exerting a
silent veto even when civilian rulers are nominally
in charge (Constable, 2001).

In addition, President Musharraf has courted
American support to bolster his own political
position, a tactic associated with authoritarian
rulers during the Cold War. Musharraf did not
oppose the American invasion of Afghanistan. In
consequence, America has so far had little choice
but to acknowledge Pakistan’s military regime (and
its nuclear weapons), again in a manner reminis-
cent of Cold War realities. As the United States
continues its attack on terrorism and its causes, it
remains to be seen whether Pakistan’s ruling
general can continue to balance internal Islamic
pressures against his dependence on the USA.

China in transition

Just as the Arab and Muslim worlds attracted
more Western attention after 11 September, so the
People’s Republic of China (PRC) has drawn more
Western interest with its emergence at the start of
the twenty-first century as a powerful force in the
global economy. China’s population, estimated at
1.28 bn and growing at 0.6 per cent per year, is
already the world’s largest. Its increasingly open
economy has grown fourfold since 1978 and is
likely to become the world’s largest in the first half
of the century. The country is the world’s fourth
largest exporter, with particular strengths in
assembly and manufacturing, resulting in massive
reserves of American dollars (‘China lends while
America spends’). China’s massive trade surplus
with the USA attracts increasing criticism from
American labour unions. Already a regional power,
the country is destined to become a world force —
perhaps #he world force — over the course of the
present century (Kennedy, 1993). The world is
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learning the truth of Napoleon’s observation:

‘when China wakes, she will wake the world’.
Contemporary China is now rediscovering historic

strengths. As Manion (2004, p. 422) points out,

imperial China was the longest-lasting major
system of government in world history,
enduring as a centralized state for more than
two millennia until the fall of the Qing, the last
dynasty, in 1911.

This period established an authoritarian tradi-
tion in which the emperor governed through an
elaborate social hierarchy, supported by a small
bureaucratic elite, all rationalized by the
Confucian philosophy of harmony and piety.
Democracy has played little role in Chinese gover-
nance, past or present, a fact which may have
important if unpredictable consequences for the
world as the country engages with a mainly demo-
cratic external environment.

The seizure of power by the Chinese Com-
munist Party (CCP) in 1949, following nearly
four decades of internal upheaval, reinforced the
authoritarian traditions established under the
emperors. Initially, the CCP followed the Soviet
model of industrialization and collectivization of
agriculture. However, from the late 1950s Mao
Zedong followed an increasingly independent
strategy in which politics took priority, culmi-
nating in the Cultural Revolution (1966-77)
which reduced the country to near anarchy. It was
only in 1978, two years after Mao’s death, that the
current era of economic modernization began. All
these developments, including the contemporary
commitment to economic growth, have been initi-
ated from the top and have reflected the internal
politics of the party.

Contemporary China is of particular interest to
students of authoritarian regimes. Together with
Vietnam, it has helped to define a distinctive tran-
sition in which ruling communist parties loosen
their control of the economy while retaining a
dominant political position. The key question
facing China’s ruling party is whether its political
monopoly can be sustained as the economy con-
tinues to grow. The answer may be that since
China is still a developing economy, there remains
room for a dominant party to oversee economic
growth. As with communist Europe, the decisive

moment may not arrive until the party comes to
be seen as a brake on further development.

So far, at least, Mao’s successors have shown con-
siderable skill in giving priority to economic
growth while maintaining the party’s leadership of
society. Reformers have reduced the state’s role in
direct economic production while creating a some-
what more predictable legal environment for trans-
actions that are not politically sensitive. Reformist
propaganda slogans have included ‘to get rich is
glorious’ and even ‘some get rich first’, astonishing
contrasts to the theme of ‘politics in command’
adopted during Mao’s Great Leap Forward of 1958.

China’s political system is no longer communist
in any traditional sense. With the acceptance of
private wealth, the country has become one of the
most unequal in Asia (Saich, 2004). Successful
businessmen are officially labelled model workers
and awarded May Day medals. At the party’s con-
gress in 2002, an entrepreneur even won a seat on
the party’s central committee. However, governance
remains deeply authoritarian. The Communist
Party is above the law because the party still makes
the law. Its members occupy many leading posts in
the public sector, reflecting the traditional commu-
nist theory that the party should guide the state.

The key reform has been the reduction of
central control from Beijing, rather than the intro-
duction of markets. As a result, local state officials
have gained a strong role in economic develop-
ment through licensing and regulation. On the
ground, informal networks of power-holders
determine ‘who gets rich first’. These alliances are
composed of well-placed and increasingly well-
heeled men in the party, the bureaucracy and the
army. So far, China’s transformation has involved
the decentralization of economic, and to some
extent political, power more than a shift towards a
Western market economy operating within the
rule of law. China is situated somewhere between
Marx and the market, an unusual political
economy with distinctly Chinese characteristics.

True, a growing number of thriving companies
operate outside the inefficient and overmanned
state sector. However, even supposedly private
companies operate in a context where local polit-
ical influence is crucial (Dittmer and Gore, 2001).
Overseas companies arrive in China expecting to
find a clear distinction between public and private
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spheres; they quickly discover that the two sectors
remain interwoven in the country’s socialist
market economy. As ever in China, informal polit-
ical connections (guanxi) remain important for
economic success.

China’s rulers are aware of the tensions induced
by decentralization. One problem unleashed by the
loosening of central political control has been an
explosion of corruption at lower levels. In the new
environment, public employees are quick to recog-
nize that their position can be turned to their own
advantage. In one port city, a smuggling racket
responsible for about 10 per cent of China’s total
imports of gasoline was found to include the
deputy mayor, the head of customs and over 100
other officials, six of whom were sentenced to death
after the scheme was uncovered (Gong, 2002).

While the central party elite is concerned about
corruption, its policy often seems to consist of little
more than exemplary punishment for the few cases
that happen to come to light. Some officials even
blame the problem on foreigners: ‘you can’t open
the door without letting in a few flies. But such
glib assertions merely increase suspicion. Wang
(2002, p. 3) notes that ‘the continuing invocation
of socialist values in an increasingly capitalist
society has only deepened cynicism, allowing
neither socialist nor capitalist values to gain a firm
foothold’. Here, perhaps, is one of the party’s
major dilemmas: it can only attract members by
offering opportunities to acquire resources but the
dubious manner in which these are obtained
increases the distance between party and society.

An additional difficulty is the growing contrast
between the richer coastal regions and the poorer
internal provinces, a division which potentially
threatens the survival of the state itself. In the
1990s, mechanization and the introduction of the
profit motive resulted in the loss of about six
million jobs per year from the countryside. The
resulting movement of the rural unemployed to the
cities created an impoverished floating population
of about 200m migrants seeking work, a resentful
group which will be further enraged if the many
remaining state-owned enterprises (SOEs) are shut
down. The danger of unrest arising from reducing
the public sector too rapidly is one reason why
China’s rulers must steer a delicate middle course,
reforming at a socially acceptable rate.

In theory, China’s long-delayed entry into the
World Trade Organization in 2001 should
encourage further moves towards a genuine
market economy. The entry agreement, after all,
required the government to protect private prop-
erty rights, separate government from enterprise,
limit bureaucratic corruption and reduce the role
of the military in business (Fensmith, 2001).

Yet the withering away of the party, and the
reduction of the state to the role of umpire, are still
far distant. China’s entry to the WTO took 16 years
to negotiate and will doubtless take even longer to
implement. In any case, the idea of ‘politics in
command’ is entrenched in Chinese history; the
country’s rulers have traditionally acted as guardians
of stability in what is a fragmented but dynamic
country. China’s continuing political experiment is
of worldwide significance but the final outcome — if
there is to be one — is most unlikely to be a
Western-style liberal democracy in which a market
economy operates under the rule of law.

Key reading

Next step: Linz (2000) is an influential and
insightful guide to authoritarian rule.

Brooker (2000) is a wide-ranging source on non-
democracy. Classic works on totalitarianism
include Arendt (1966) and Friedrich and
Brzezinski (1965); Gleason (1995) is a more
recent review. For fascism, see Griffin (2004) and,
for communist states, Harding (1984). Kershaw
and Lewin (1997) compare these two forms of
dictatorship. For twentieth-century authoritari-
anism, see Perlmutter (1981 and 1997). Jackson
and Rosberg (1982) remains the key account of
personal rule in Africa, while Chebabi and Linz
(1998) examine sultanistic regimes. On military
governments, see Finer (1962) and for Africa
specifically, Keih and Ogaba (2003). For military
disengagement, consider Howe (2001) for Africa,
Cottey ez al. (2001) for Eastern Europe and Silva
(2001) for Latin America. Owen (2000) offers a
useful background on Middle Eastern politics
while Lewis (2002 and 2003) places Islamic poli-
tics in the context of September 11. On China,
Saich (2004) is a reliable guide.
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he goal of comparative politics is to encompass

the major political similarities and differences
between countries. The task is to understand the
mixture of constants and variability which charac-
terizes the world’s governments, bearing in mind
the global, regional and national contexts within
which they operate. Given this definition of com-
parative politics, the comparative approach is
simply the family of strategies and techniques
which advance understanding within this field.

Grander definitions are of course available. The
comparative approach can with justification be
regarded as the master strategy for drawing infer-
ences about causation in any area of study. After
all, experiments and statistical analysis designed to
uncover relationships of cause and effect must
involve a comparison between observations,
whether of individuals, social groups or countries.
All investigations of cause and effect are by nature
comparative.

But most political research has more modest
ambitions than the systematic analysis of causes
and effects. In the main, the challenge is to
describe and to interpret rather than to explain in
a traditional scientific sense. For example, identi-
fying cross-national trends in electoral reform or
political participation is itself a worthwhile exer-
cise, involving the ability both to immerse our-
selves in the politics of particular countries and to
identify broader trends. Nor is there anything
limited about such generalized description: there
is much sense in King er al’s observation (1994,
p. 44) that ‘good description is better than bad
explanation’.

We proceed in this chapter from the general to
the specific. We begin by outlining the strengths of

comparison by asking the simple question, ‘why
compare? We then turn to some pitfalls of com-
parative research. We follow by discussing different
levels or units of comparison — institutions, soci-
eties and states — and conclude by outlining the
major techniques used in the field: case studies,
focused comparisons and statistical analysis.

Why compare?

To begin, we will raise the obvious question: what
is to be gained by comparing politics in different
countries? Why comparative politics? The answer is
that a comparative approach broadens our under-
standing of the political world, leading to
improved classifications and giving potential for
explanation and even prediction (Box 5.1). We
discuss each of these virtues in turn.

The first strength of a comparative approach is
straightforward: it enables us to find out more
about the places we know least about. This point
was well-stated by our predecessor Munro. In
1925 he described the purpose of his book on
foreign governments as aiding ‘the comprehension
of daily news from abroad’” (p. 4). This ability to

interpret overseas events grows in importance as

BOX 5.1
The advantages of comparison

» Learning about other governments broadens our
understanding, casting fresh light on our home
nation.

» Comparison improves our classifications of polit-
ical processes.

» Comparison enables us to test hypotheses about
politics.

» Comparison gives us some potential for predic-
tion and control.

69
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the world becomes more interdependent. No one
today can afford the insular attitude of Mr
Podsnap in Dickenss Owr Mutual Friend:
‘Foreigners do as they do, sir, and that is the end
of it” In any case, Munro was perhaps a shade
modest in stating his purpose. Even when the
focus is on just one overseas country, an implicit
comparison with the home country provides
much of the background.

Understanding foreign governments not only
helps to interpret new developments, it also helps
with practical political relationships. For instance,
British ministers have a poor track record in
negotiations with their European partners partly
because they assume that the aggressive tone they
adopt in the Commons chamber will also work in
EU meeting rooms. Their assumption is incor-
rect, showing ignorance of the consensual polit-
ical style found in many continental democracies.
What works at home often fails in an away
fixture.

Similarly, American students frequently puzzle
at how the British parliamentary system can
deliver stable government when the prime min-
ister, unlike their own president, is constantly at
the mercy of a vote of confidence in the
Commons. Because American parties are so
decentralized, the tendency is to underestimate the
powers of a governing party in Britain.

Conversely, British students are so accustomed
to the importance of party that they experience
difficulty in understanding why Congress and the
White House continue to quarrel even when the
same party controls both institutions. The general
point here is well-made by Dogan and Pelassy
(1990): through comparison, we discover our own
ethnocentrism and the means of overcoming it.

A second advantage of comparison is that it
improves our classifications of politics. For
instance, we can group constitutions into written
and unwritten types, and electoral systems into
proportional and non-proportional formulae. We
can then search for the factors which incline coun-
tries to one form rather than the other. Similarly,
once we classify executives into presidential and
parliamentary systems, we can look at the conse-
quences of each. Classification is inherently com-
parative and it turns what is a constant within a
single country into a variable between them,

thereby providing the raw material from which
explanatory ventures can be launched.

The potential for explanation is the #hird advan-
tage of a comparative approach. Comparative
researchers seek to understand a variety of political
systems not just for its own sake but also to for-
mulate and test hypotheses about politics.
Comparative analysis enables us to develop and
scrutinize such questions as: do first-past-the-post
electoral systems always produce a two-party
system? Are two-chambered assemblies only found
under federalism? Are revolutions most likely to
occur after defeat in war?

As these questions illustrate, an hypothesis is a
relationship posited between two or more factors
or variables: for example, between electoral and
party systems, or between war and revolution.
Confirmed hypotheses are valuable nor just for
their own sake but because they are essential for
explaining the particular.

Consider, for example, one specific question:
why did a major socialist party never emerge in
the United States? An obvious answer is because
the USA was built on, and retains, a strongly indi-
vidualistic culture. This explanation may seem to
be particular but in fact it is quite general. It
implies that other countries with similar values
would also lack a strong socialist party. It also sug-
gests that countries with a more collective outlook
will be more likely to support a party of the left.
These comparative hypotheses would need to be
confirmed by looking at a range of countries
before we could claim a full understanding of our
original question about the USA. So explaining
the particular calls forth the general; only theories
explain cases.

Generalizations, once validated, have potential
for prediction. Here we come to our fourth and
final reason for studying politics comparatively.
The ability to predict is not only a sign of system-
atic knowledge but it also gives us some base for
drawing lessons across countries. So, if we find
that proportional representation (PR) does indeed
lead to coalition government, we can reasonably
predict at least one effect of introducing PR to
countries such as Canada which still use the plu-
rality method. Equally, if we know that subcon-
tracting the provision of public services to private
agencies raises the quality of delivery in one
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country, we can advise governments elsewhere that
here is an idea at least worth considering. Or
authoritarian rulers might look to China for clues
on how non-democratic rulers can reduce their
control over the economy while retaining their
own hold on political power.

In this way, lesson-drawing provides some
capacity to anticipate and even to shape the future
(Rose, 1994). This function of comparative poli-
tics was nicely stated by Bryce (1921, p. iv):

Many years ago, when schemes of political
reform were being copiously discussed in
England, it occurred to me that something
might be done to provide a solid basis for judg-
ment by examining a certain number of popular
governments in their actual working, comparing
them with one another, and setting forth the
various merits and demerits of each.

The risks of comparison

Any approach brings its own dangers and the
breadth inherent in comparative politics brings its
own risks (Box 5.2). Again, we can proceed by
examining these pitfalls one by one.

Knowledge requirements

By definition, any comparative study involves
more than one country. A statistical analysis, such
as an examination of the relationship between eco-
nomic development and democracy, may draw on
information from every country in the world.
Clearly, the knowledge requirements for research
in comparative politics can be substantial. One
common solution is to form a team of researchers,
each expert in at least one of the countries
included in the study. In this way, knowledge
deficits can be reduced.

Fortunately, the idea that knowledge require-
ments increase directly with the number of cases is
a misunderstanding, albeit an understandable one.
In comparative research, the focus should be on
the comparison as much as the countries. Breadth
is at least as valuable as depth; indeed detail can
often distract from the larger picture.

For example, discussing the general trend

BOX 5.2
The difficulties of comparison

» By definition, comparative research demands
knowledge of more than one political system.

» The’same’phenomenon can mean different
things in different countries, creating difficulties in
comparing like with like.

» Globalization means that countries cannot be
regarded as independent of each other, thus
reducing the effective number of cases available
for testing theories.

» The countries selected for study may be an unrep-
resentative sample, limiting the significance of the
findings.

» Any pair of countries will differ in many ways,
meaning we can never achieve the experimenter’s
dream of holding all factors constant apart from
the one whose effects we wish to test.

towards proportional representation does not call
for in-depth knowledge of the electoral system in
every country in the study. Similarly, we can draw
conclusions about democratization in Latin
America without understanding the intricacies of
the transition in every case. And those who debate
the relative merits of presidential and parliamen-
tary government cannot possibly read all that has
been written about the operation of the executive
in every country where these forms of government
have been tried.

The task in comparative politics is not to know
all there is to know. Rather, the skill is to use spe-
cialist knowledge so as to produce new and more
general observations. What matters is knowing
what needs to be known — and being able to find
it out.

Understanding meaning

In comparing politics across countries, we should
remember that the meaning of an action depends
on the conventions of the country concerned.
When British MPs vote against their party in the
House of Commons, their acts are far more signif-
icant than when American legislators do the ‘same’
thing in the less partisan Senate. To take another
illustration, many observers from democratic
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countries were shocked by the apparent indiffer-
ence with which military coups used to be greeted
in developing countries. They failed to recognize
that coups had become a regular and fairly
peaceful mechanism for the circulation of elites. In
a sense, coups had become the functional equiva-
lent of elections in the West and should have been
compared accordingly.

Students of comparative politics must therefore
be capable of understanding how politics is viewed
in different countries. Rather than assuming that
all politicians are motivated by, say, rational self-
interest, researchers must recognize that political
acts can mean different things in different places
at different times. For example, is politics in a par-
ticular country based on class, race or religion?
The answer can only be discovered by under-
standing how people in that country construct
and interpret their political world. As Green
(2002a, p. 6) puts it, ‘actors have identities, world-
views and cognitive frames, informed by culture,
that shape perceptions and interests’.

For some authors, interpreting how politics is
constructed or interpreted in a particular country
is no mere preliminary to a comparative project;
rather, it is the stuff of comparative research itself.
For instance, do politicians in a particular country
view globalization as a danger to be resisted (a view
many French politicians claim to support) or as a
spur to essential domestic reform (as with
Margaret Thatcher’s administration in the United
Kingdom). From this perspective, there is no phe-
nomenon of globalization independent of the ideas
political actors hold about it (Hay, 2002, p. 204).

Definition

Different institutions are functionally equiva-
lent when they fulfil the same role within the
political system. For instance, legislative commit-
tees, an independent media and opposition
parties can each serve as scrutineers of govern-
ment, holding the actions of the executive to
account.Thus a comparative study of this topic
might need to compare different mechanisms of
scrutiny across the selected countries (Myers and
O’Connor, 1998).

The implication of this interpretive approach is
that we should be wary of starting comparative

projects with excessively scientific pretensions.
Our first task — some would say our main task — is
to understand politics from the viewpoint of par-
ticipants in the countries concerned.

Definition

An interpretive approach to politics emphasizes
the importance of grasping the ideas which
political actors themselves hold about their
activity. The assumption is that political reality
does not exist independently of people’s ideas;
rather, political discourse in a particular country
largely defines that ‘reality’ (Bevir and Rhodes,
2002).

This problem of the meaning and significance of
action is particularly important in politics because
the activity is partly conducted through coded lan-
guage (Ch.7). Were the people who attacked the
World Trade Centre and the Pentagon murderers,
martyrs or both? Were American civil rights
activists also black militants? Were active members
of the Irish Republican Army terrorists or freedom-
fighters? How such actors are described reflects
existing political opinions, raising doubts about
whether we can find, or should seek, a neutral lan-
guage for interpreting our subject matter.

Globalization

Globalization poses a considerable challenge to
comparative politics, understood as the comparison
of separate states. Although 191 ‘independent
countries belonged to the United Nations by 2002,
in reality far fewer cases are available to the student
of comparative politics. Countries learn from,
copy, compete with, influence and even invade
each other in a constant process of interaction.
Even the states which provide the units of our
subject did not develop separately; rather, the idea
of statehood diffused outwards from its proving
ground in Europe. As Dogan and Pelassy (1990, p.
1) say, ‘there is no nation without other nations'.
The major transitions of world history — industrial-
ization, colonialism, decolonization, democratiza-
tion — unfolded on a world stage. In that sense we
have one global system rather than a world of inde-
pendent states. Green (2002a, p. 5) puts the point
well when he says it is ‘as if national polities are in
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fact cells of a larger entity with a life all its own’.
The implication is that we should study this larger
organism rather than its individual cells.

Specific institutional forms also reflect diffusion.
The communist model was often imposed by
force of Soviet arms, the presidential system in
Latin America was imported from the United
States and the ombudsman was a device copied
from Sweden. The development of international
organizations, from the United Nations to the
European Union, also creates a newer layer of gov-
ernance to which all states must react.

Why do connections between states constitute a
pitfall for students of comparative politics? The
answer is provided by Tilly (1997): comparative
politics traditionally presumes distinct and sepa-
rate units of comparison, most often states, which
can be treated as if they are independent of each
other. That assumption was always a simplification
but in an interdependent and even global world
such a presumption has become positively mis-
leading. More technically, treating countries as
independent artificially inflates the sample size in
statistical analysis, resulting in exaggerated confi-
dence in the significance of the results obtained.

How students of comparative politics will react
to the issue of globalization is a story still to
unfold. It is one thing to agree with Jackson and
Nexon (2002, p. 89) that it is ‘difficult to clearly
differentiate between the subject areas of compara-
tive politics and international relations’. However,
it is quite another to propose a merger between
these two distinct fields, each with its own history
and body of knowledge. How global processes
interact with state forms is clearly an important
theme for both disciplines. But this relationship
flows in both directions: states shape the world at
least as much as the world reshapes states.

Nor should we forget the continuing fact that
states remains the fundamental unit of rule in all
developed nations and most post-colonial coun-
tries. The state’s unique capacities — to shape iden-
tities, regulate societies, raise taxes and wage wars
— remain unmatched and largely unthreatened.

Selection bias

We turn now to a more technical difficulty in
comparative politics which nonetheless has impli-

cations for all those who practise the art. In
general form, selection bias arises when the choice
of what to study, or even of how to study it, pro-
duces unrepresentative results. This risk inheres in
any study covering only a few countries.

The danger often emerges as an unintended
result of haphazard selection. For example, we
choose to study those countries which speak the
same language, or which have good exchange
schemes, or in which we feel safe. As a result,
large, powerful countries are studied more inten-
sively than small, powerless ones.

One result is that the findings of comparative
politics are weighted toward established democra-
cies, a rare form of government in the expanse of
human history. A virtue of designs covering a large
number of countries is that they reduce the risk of
selection bias. Indeed, if the study covers all
current countries, selection bias disappears — at
least so long as generalization is restricted to the
contemporary world.

But, alas, the problem may just resurface in
another form, through an unrepresentative selec-
tion of variables rather than countries. The diffi-
culty here is best approached through an example.
Much statistical research in comparative politics
relies on existing data collected by governments
and international bodies with different interests
from our own. But the priorities of these organiza-
tions tend to be financial, economic, social and
political — in that order. So financial and eco-
nomic variables may receive more attention than
they justify, and politics runs the risk of being
treated as a branch of economics.

For instance, a large body of research examines
the relationship between economic conditions and
government popularity as reported in opinion
polls (Norpoth, 1996). This work has produced
worthwhile findings but its sheer quantity reflects
the availability of regular statistics about economic
trends more than the intrinsic significance of the
topic for comparative politics.

A final important form of selection bias comes
from examining only positive cases, thus elimi-
nating all variation in the phenomenon we seek to
explain. Because this is a common, noteworthy
and avoidable mistake, it deserves careful consider-
ation. King et al. (1994, p. 129) explain the
problem:



74 FOUNDATIONS

The literature is full of work that makes the
mistake of failing to let the dependent variable
vary; for example, research that tries to explain
the outbreak of wars with studies only of wars,
the onset of revolutions with studies only of rev-
olutions, or patterns of voter turnout with inter-
views only of nonvoters.

When only positive cases of a phenomenon are
studied, comparison is avoided and the conclu-
sions become limited. Comparison is needed to
give variation, so that we can then consider what
distinguishes times of war from times of peace,
periods of revolution from periods of stability and
abstainers from voters.

Skocpol’s (1979) study of revolutions in France,
Russia and China illustrates the difficulty. Her
research design allowed her to identify the features
common to her revolutions, such as the declining
international and domestic effectiveness of the old
regime. However, she was unable to say how often
a failing regime was followed by a revolution. By
selecting on the dependent variable, she was
restricted to positive cases. As a result, she was
unable to assess how far government ineffective-
ness covaried with revolutions.

Definition

Selection on the dependent variable occurs
when only similar (usually positive) cases of a
phenomenon are selected. By eliminating varia-
tion, there is no contrast left to explain; we are
left with variables that do not vary. For example,
a study of countries which have democratized
successfully tells us nothing about the condi-
tions of successful democratization. Those condi-
tions can only be identified through a
comparison with failed transitions.

Note: the dependent variable is simply the
phenomenon we seek to explain — for example,
whether democratization succeeds or fails.

History plays a trick on us by selecting on the
dependent variable through evolution. For
instance, in our discussion of the origins of the
modern European state, we noted that the emer-
gence of states flowed from the requirement for
monarchs to mobilize men and materials for war.

However this point tells us nothing about how
many monarchs failed in the task, with the result
that their proto-states disappeared into the waste-
bin of history (Przeworski, 1995, p. 19). Similarly,
we are often told that democracy is triumphant in
the world today but few pause to ask how many
democracies were lost en route (Linz and Stepan,
1978). Survivorship bias creates a danger of
drawing false conclusions by treating those that
complete the journey as representative of those that
started out, ignoring the casualties on the way.

Too many variables, too few countries

This is a major problem for those who conceive of
comparative politics as analogous to the experi-
menter’s laboratory, in which researchers patiently
seek to isolate the impact of a single variable. Even
with 191 sovereign states, it is impossible to find a
country which is identical to another in all
respects except for that factor (say, the electoral
system) whose effects we wish to detect. For this
reason, political comparison can never be as
precise as the experiments conducted in the
natural scientist’s laboratory. We just do not have
enough countries to go round, a difficulty termed
the ‘small-V' problem (‘NV’ is the statistician’s
term for ‘number of cases’).

To make the same point from another angle, we
will never be able to test all the possible explana-
tions of a political difference between countries.
For example, several plausible reasons can be
invoked to ‘explain’ why Britain and the USA were
two of the countries most sympathetic to intro-
ducing the ethos of the private sector into the
running of public services during the 1990s.
Perhaps the strength of these reforms reflected the
right-wing ideology of Prime Minister Thatcher
and President Reagan. Or perhaps the public
sector in these English-speaking countries was vul-
nerable to reform because — unlike several democ-
racies in continental Europe — its structure was not
protected by the constitution.

Here we have two potential explanations for
Anglo-American distinctiveness, one based on ide-
ology and the other on the constitution. Both
interpretations are broadly consistent with the
facts. But we have no way of isolating which one
of the two is decisive. Ideally, we would want to
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BOX 5.3

Level Definition

Levels of analysis in comparative politics

Examples

Institution-centred
Society-centred How social factors influence

State-centred
impinge on society

The organizations of government
and the relationships between them

individual behaviour in politics

How the priorities of the state

The balance between president and
Congress in the USA

The impact of education on voting
behaviour

Building the welfare state; regulating for
economic competitiveness

discover whether the public sector had been
reformed in those crucial countries where just one
of the two factors applied. But at this point we
typically discover that there are no such countries;
we just run out of cases.

In such circumstances, we can of course resort to
asking hypothetical ‘what if” questions. For
example, would public sector reform have pro-
gressed in Britain and the USA even without the
right-wing leadership of Thatcher and Reagan?
Such counterfactuals are a useful sharpening tool
when cases run short and Tetlock and Belkin
(1996) have developed useful guidelines for
judging the plausibility of any particular counter-
factual. But by definition such thought experi-
ments can never be tested against the acid test of
reality.

Comparing institutions, societies and
states

When we engage in comparative politics, what is
it that we compare? In one sense, the answer is
obvious: comparative politics adopts the country,
rather than regions, 1ntergovernmental orgamza—
tions or indeed the entire world, as its core unit.
But even a country focus leaves us with a choice
between three different levels of analysis: the insti-
tutions of government, the social context of poli-
tics and the state as a whole (Box 5.3). Nor are
decisions about the appropriate emphasis merely
technical; in fact, the recent history of compara-
tive politics is a story of shifts in the favoured

level. So as we examine each of these three tradi-
tions of enquiry, we will also be covering the intel-
lectual development of the subject.

Comparing institutions

The study of governing institutions will always be
a central activity of political science. As Rhodes

(1995, p. 43) writes,

If there is any subject matter at all that political
scientists can claim exclusively for their own, a
subject matter that does not require acquisition
of the analytical tools of sister fields and that
sustains their claim to autonomous existence, it
is of course, formal political structures.

Because virtually all countries possess an executive,
legislature and judiciary, such institutions are
natural units for comparative politics.

But how exactly should an ‘institution’ be
understood? Usually, the term refers to the major
organizations of national government, particularly
those defined in the constitution. But the concept
also radiates outwards in two directions. The first
extension is to other governing organizations
which may have a less secure constitutional basis,
such as the bureaucracy and local government.
And the second extension is to other important
political organizations which are not formally part
of the government, notably political parties.

However, as we move away from the heartland
of constitutionally mandated structures, so the
term ‘organization’ tends to supplant the word
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‘institution’. Implicitly, therefore, an emphasis on
institutions in political analysis affirms the origins
of political studies in constitutional studies and
the unique character of those organizations
charged with the task of governance.

Definition

An institution is a well-established body, often
with public status, whose members interact on
the basis of the specific roles they perform
within the organization. In the study of politics,
the core meaning of an institution is an organ of
government mandated by the constitution.
Institutionalization is the process by which
such organizations become entrenched by
acquiring the capacity to shape the behaviour of
their members.

The starting point of institutional analysis is
that roles matter more than the people who
occupy them. It is this assumption that enables us
to discuss presidencies rather than presidents, leg-
islatures rather than legislators and the judiciary
rather than judges (Ridley, 1975). Put differently,
the capacity of institutions to affect the behaviour
of their members means that politics, like other
social sciences, is more than a branch of psy-
chology. In one sense, institutions are little more
than accepted rules for interaction between their
members. But institutions can also be conceived as
possessing a history, culture and memory of their
own, frequently embodying founding values and
traditions and often simply growing ‘like coral
reefs through slow accretion’ (Sait, 1938, p. 18).
They often possess legal personality, acquiring
their own rights and duties under law.

The value of institutions in political affairs lies
in their capacity to make long-term commitments
which are more credible than those of any single
employee, thus building up trust. For example,
because governments are less likely than their
employees to go bankrupt, they can normally
borrow money at lower rates than are available to
individual civil servants. Similarly, a government
can make credible promises to repay its debt over a
period of generations, a commitment that would
be beyond the reach of an individual debtor. So in
and beyond politics, institutions help to glue
society together, extending the bounds of what

would be possible for individuals acting alone
(Johnson, 2001).

An institutional approach implies that organiza-
tions do indeed shape behaviour. Employees
acquire interests such as defending their organiza-
tion against outsiders and ensuring their own per-
sonal progress within the structure. Crucially,
institutions define interests. As March and Olsen
(1984, p. 738) conclude in their influential
restatement of the institutional approach:

The bureaucratic agency, the legislative com-
mittee and the appellate court are arenas for
contending social forces but they are also collec-
tions of standard operating procedures and
structures that define and defend interests. They
are political actors in their own right.

Further, institutions bring forth activity which
takes place simply because it is expected, not
because it has any deeper political motive. When a
legislative committee holds hearings on a topic, it
may be more concerned to be seen to be doing its
job than to probe the topic itself. Much political
action is best understood by reference to its appro-
priateness within the organization, an objective
that is separate from the institution’s ostensible
purpose.

Similarly, when a president visits an area devas-
tated by floods, he is not necessarily seeking to
direct relief operations or to achieve any purpose
other than to be seen to be performing his duty of
showing concern. In itself, the tour achieves the
goal of meeting expectations arising from the
actor’s institutional position.

Definition

The logic of appropriateness refers to actions
which members of an institution take to conform
to its norms. For example, a head of state will
perform ceremonial duties because it is an offi-
cial obligation. By contrast, the logic of conse-
quences denotes behaviour directed at
achieving an individual goal such as promotion
or reelection. March and Olsen (1996) point out
that much behaviour within institutions is gov-
erned by appropriateness rather than conse-
guences.
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Figure 5.1 Easton’s model of the political system

This emphasis within the institutional frame-
work on the symbolic or ritual aspect of political
behaviour contrasts with the view of politicians
and bureaucrats as rational, instrumental actors
who define their own goals independently of the
organization they represent. Institutions are far
more than the theatre within which a political
actor performs; they also shape the script (Peters,

1999).

Comparing societies

In the 1960s and 1970s, however, the focus of
comparative politics moved away from the insti-
tutional level. Decolonization spawned many
new nations in which the formal structures of
government proved fragile. The failure of newly
designed democratic institutions to take root in
former colonies led naturally to a concern with
the social foundations of democracy. Institutions
seemed irrelevant to the question, ‘why did
democracy consolidate in the West but not in
post-colonial Africa?’ Nor were the forms of gov-
ernment of particular importance in communist
states where the ruling party was the real wielder
of power; in practice, ‘governing’ institutions
served the party.

In addition, the Second World War had stimu-
lated new developments in social science tech-
niques (e.g. opinion surveys) which younger
scholars were keen to apply to politics. So the
qualitative study of institutions lost prominence as
researchers used the comparative method in a
search for quantitative generalizations about polit-
ical attitudes and behaviour.

In this shift to a more society-centred approach,
Easton’s systems model of the political system led
the way (1965a and b). Although few political sci-
entists explicitly use Easton’s framework today, his
work still forms part of the vocabulary of political
analysis. In particular, ‘the political system’ has
become a widely used phrase.

Easton conceived of politics in terms of its rela-
tionship with the wider society (Figure 5.1). His
political system consists of all those institutions
and processes involved in the ‘authoritative alloca-
tion of values’ for society. Specifically, the political
system takes inputs from society, consisting of
demands for particular policies and expressions of
support. The political system then converts these
inputs into outputs — that is, into enforceable
policies and decisions. These outputs then feed
back to society so as to affect the next cycle of
inputs.
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For instance, trade unions may demand and win
legislation achieving improved health insurance
for their members. In operation, however, this
policy may add to employers’ costs, leading their
representatives to request tax relief from the gov-
ernment.

Inputs from society do not automatically reach
the decision-makers. Rather, inputs are regulated
by gatekeepers, such as parties and interest groups,
which can bias the system in favour of certain
demands and against others. In office, a left-wing
party may listen more to the trade unions while a
right-wing administration might only hear the
employer’s voice. In essence, however, Easton’s
model views the political system as a mechanism
for converting demands from society into concrete
policies. The real driver is the inputs rather than
the institutions. Indeed, the institutions of govern-
ment are reduced to little more than a ‘black box’
in an abstract diagram. In practice, Easton’s model
also proved to be too static, premised on the
achievement of equilibrium between inputs and
outputs. It offered little insight into political
change.

Definition

Behaviouralism was a school of thought in
political science which emphasized the study of
individuals rather than institutions.The focus was
on voters rather than elections, legislators rather
than legislatures and judges rather than the judi-
ciary.The aim was to use statistical techniques to
discover scientific generalizations about indi-
vidual political attitudes and behaviour.

Society-centred analyses formed part of the
behavioural revolution in politics, an approach
which offers a useful contrast with institutional
analysis. The central tenet of behaviouralists was
that ‘the root is man’ rather than institutions
(Eulau, 1963). People are more than badges of the
institution they work for; they possess and indeed
will always create some freedom to define their
own role. The higher the position in an organiza-
tion, the more flexibility the occupant possesses.
Those at the very top can even reshape the institu-
tion itself.

Organizations were not ignored altogether but
the study of assemblies, for instance, moved away

from formal aspects (e.g. the procedures by which
a bill becomes a law) towards legislative behaviour.
Thus, researchers investigated the social back-
grounds of representatives, their individual voting
records and how they defined their own roles
within the institution (Wahlke ez 2/, 1962). In the
study of the judiciary, too, scholars began to take
judges rather than courts as their level of analysis,
using statistical techniques to assess how the social
background and political ideology of justices
shaped their decisions (Schubert, 1972).

The disregard of institutions by much society-
centred analysis of the 1960s now seems extreme
but its effect in broadening horizons represents a
permanent and positive legacy for comparative
politics. Note, for example, that the parts of this
book examining the relationship between society
and politics take up more space than the sections
dealing with government institutions. One legacy
of society-centred analysis, and of the behavioural
movement that went with it, is that comparative
government is now irreversibly embedded in com-
parative politics.

Comparing states

In the 1980s, attention once more returned to the
state. ‘Bringing the state back in’ became a stirring
rallying-cry in comparative politics (Evans ez al.,
1985). Partly, this shift reflected a belated recogni-
tion that the state is the single central concern of
political study. In addition, statistical and behav-
ioural studies had run out of steam, becoming
increasingly technical and failing to engage with
political change.

Yet the new focus on the state represented more
than a return to descriptive studies of government
institutions. Rather, the state as a whole, rather
than its specific manifestations, became the level
of analysis. The focus lay not so much on institu-
tional detail but on the state as an active agent,
shaping and reshaping society. Thus the state pre-
sents an additional level of analysis in comparative
politics, distinct from both institutions and indi-
viduals.

Where society-centred analysis saw the state as
embedded in society, the state-centred approach
saw society as part of a configuration defined
largely by the state itself. The state acts
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autonomously and is not just imprisoned by social
forces. In particular, the state is seen as using its
administrative capacity and monopoly of legiti-
mate force to bring about fundamental social
changes. For example, Skocpol (1979) showed
how successful revolutionaries such as the Russian
Bolsheviks and Iranian mullahs used their control
of the state to produce total transformations of
society.

But examples are not confined just to post-revo-
lutionary situations. Throughout the world, states
have played a large role in the shift to an industrial
economy, most recently in Asian countries such as
Japan and Singapore. Such large-scale transforma-
tions require a public effort going beyond the
work of a particular institution or ministry. States
have also led the introduction of mass education
and welfare states, achievements that are again
misread if they are attributed simply to specific
departments of state.

State-centred analysts suggest that the uses to
which public power has been put by those charged
with its exercise cannot be understood by the
routine analysis of specific institutions. Rather, the
state itself must provide the unit of analysis. The
interests of the state can be identified and analysed
without declining into institutional detail, just as a
country’s ‘national interest’ is a useful guide to its
foreign policy even though that policy is in prac-
tice the work of many hands.

Thus Marxists, for example, suggest that the
state performs underlying functions in supporting
capitalism which run deeper than the manifest
purpose of any particular element within it.
Burnham (1982, p. 75) illustrates this perspective:

Any state fulfils three basic functions. First, it
defends the basic needs and interests of those
who control the means of production within the
society in question. Closely associated with this
is the second function of the state: achieving
legitimacy for itself and ensuring social
harmony. Finally, no state can survive if it
cannot adequately defend itself, and the domi-
nant powers in the economy and society, from
external attack.

When we do use states as our unit of analysis, it
soon becomes clear that their powers (if not their

functions) are a variable rather than a constant.
For example, in communist countries, the state
was an overarching influence, pervading virtually
all aspects of life. In established democracies, the
state is less dominant though even here a contrast
is sometimes drawn between strong states such as
France and Japan whose rulers are expected to lead
society and weaker states such as the USA where
the government is more a servant of society
(Dyson, 1980). In much of the developing world,
the state is less important still; its writ may not
run far beyond the capital city and a few other
towns. These contrasts in state power would again
be obscured if we concentrated solely on com-
paring government institutions.

Techniques of comparison

This section turns from strategy to techniques.
Comparative politics offers a wide repertoire of
techniques and here we examine three major
methods: case studies, focused comparisons and
statistical analysis (Box 5.4). These devices range
from intensive scrutiny of one country (case
studies) or a small number (focused comparisons)
to systematic analysis of variables drawn from a
larger number of countries (statistical analysis).

Case studies

A case is an instance of a more general category. To
conduct a case study is therefore to investigate
something with significance beyond its own
boundaries. For instance, lawyers study cases
which are taken to illustrate a wider legal prin-
ciple. Physicians study a case of a particular
ailment because they want to learn how to treat
similar instances in the future. So a project turns
into a case study only when it becomes clear what
the study is a case of-

As Scarrow (1969, p. 7) points out, case studies
make a contribution to general knowledge of poli-
tics if ‘the analysis is made within a comparative
perspective which mandates that the description of
the particular be cast in terms of broadly analytic
constructs’. In other words, a single case should
offer a detailed illustration of a theme of wider
interest. For instance, we could take the United
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BOX 5.4

Major techniques in comparative politics

Number of Case-or Strategy
cases variable-
centred?
Case studies One Case Intensive study of a single instance with wider
significance
Focused comparisons A few Case Qualitative comparison of a few instances
Statistical analysis Many Variable Quantitative assessment of the impact of variables

States as an example of presidential government,
Canada as an illustration of federalism or Sweden’s
Social Democrats as an example of a dominant
party. Thus cases can be deliberately chosen as
examples of broader phenomena.

Because case studies locate their findings in a
wider context, they are a tool of comparative poli-
tics, even though only one example is examined.
In that sense, comparative politics resembles
anthropology, a discipline where case studies of
particular communities have nonetheless cumu-
lated into a body of general knowledge (Peters,
1998, p. 61).

In the absence of overarching theory, case
studies are the building blocks from which we
construct our understanding of the political world
(Yin, 2003). We usually proceed by comparing
cases rather than by making deductions from first
principles. In consequence, much comparative
political analysis takes the form not of relating
cases to abstract theory, but simply of drawing
analogies between the cases themselves. For
instance: how did the process of state-building
differ between post-colonial states of the twentieth
century and the states of early modern Europe?
What are the similarities and differences between
the Russian and Chinese revolutions?

Reflecting this pragmatic approach, Khong
(1992) suggests that much political reasoning,
especially in foreign policy, is by analogy.
Decision-makers and analysts look for earlier crises
which resemble the current one, so that lessons
can be learned and errors avoided. This strategy
reflects common sense but runs the risk of over-

weighting history. Just because democracy failed in
Latin America in the 1960s, we should not
conclude that it will do so again in the changed
circumstances of the twenty-first century. Just
because the United States lost the war in Vietnam,
we should not infer that America cannot win
other wars on foreign soil. The art of comparing
cases is to be as sensitive to differences as to simi-
larities; and the contrasting location of the cases in
time is often a major distinguishing feature.

In practice, case studies are multi-method, using
the range of techniques in the political scientist’s
toolkit. This kit includes: reading the academic lit-
erature, examining secondary documents (for
example newspapers), searching for primary mate-
rial (for example unpublished reports) and ideally
conducting interviews with participants and other
observers in the country under scrutiny. In other
words, scholars of cases engage in ‘soaking and
poking, marinating themselves in minutiac’ (King
et al., 1994, p. 38). Case studies aim to provide a
description which is both rounded and detailed, a
goal which the anthropologist Clifford Geertz
(1973) famously defined as ‘thick description’.
They blend well with the current emphasis on
interpretive explanation in politics.

By definition, all case studies possess broader
significance but this added value can be acquired
in various ways. Box 5.5 outlines four types of case
study. A case can be useful either because it is rep-
resentative — a typical, standard example of a wider
category — or because it is prototypical, deviant or
archetypal.

Of these designs, the representative case is the
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BOX 5.5
Some types of case study

Type Definition

Example

Representative case
Prototypical case
Deviant case

Archetypal case

Further reading:Yin (2003), Gomm and Hammersley (2000).

Typical of the category
Expected to become typical
The exception to the rule

Creates the category

Finland: coalition government
USA: a pioneering democracy
India: democracy in a poor country

USA: presidential government

most common. It is the workhorse of case study
designs, as useful as it is undramatic. Often
researchers will use their own country as a repre-
sentative case. For example, researchers may be
interested in female political participation
throughout the democratic world but choose to
study the phenomenon in their own country in
detail. The home country is the research site but
the hope is that the results will contribute to a
broader, cross-national debate. Of course, no
country is exactly like any other but a collection of
representative case studies will provide the raw
material for later distillation.

By contrast, a prototypical case is chosen not
because it is representative but because it is
expected to become so. As Rose (1991, p. 459)
puts it, ‘their present is our future’. Studying an
early example can help us to understand a phe-
nomenon which is growing in significance else-
where.

In the nineteenth century, for instance, the
French scholar Alexis de Tocqueville (1835, Ch. 1)
studied America because of his interest in the new
politics of democracy. He wrote, ‘my wish has
been to find there [in the USA] instruction by
which we [in Europe] may ourselves profit. De
Tocqueville regarded the United States as a har-
binger of democracy and a potential guide to
Europe’s own future.

More recently, Carey (1996) examined the term
limits on the tenure of Costa Rican legislators in
order to identify the possible effects of introducing
similar limits to state assemblies in the USA. Like
de Tocqueville before him, Carey realized that pro-

totypical case studies offer opportunities for
lesson-drawing. Rather than speculate about the
possible effects of term limits in the United States,
relevant evidence could be gathered from an early
adopter. In this way, later adopters can learn from
the experience of the innovator (Rogers, 1971).

The purpose of a deviant case study is very dif-
ferent. It deliberately secks out the exceptional and
the untypical, rather than the norm: for instance,
the countries which remain communist, or which
are still governed by the military, or which seem to
be immune from democratizing trends. Deviant
cases are often used to tidy up our understanding
of exceptions and anomalies. We might ask why
India is an exception to the thesis that democracy
presupposes prosperity. Or we could seek to
explain one of Switzerland’s several anomalies:
why did such a small country adopt a federal
architecture?

Normal science, suggests Kuhn (1970), proceeds
in exactly this way, with researchers seeking to
show how apparent paradoxes can be resolved
within a dominant intellectual tradition. Deviant
cases always attract interest and, by providing a
contrast with the norm, can help our under-
standing of typical examples. But since the excep-
tional is always more exotic than the typical, the
danger of over-studying deviant cases is that com-
parative politics turns into a collection of curios.

Reflecting the tendency for comparative politics
to move from cases to theory, rather than vice
versa, some of the most important examples in
comparative politics are best conceived as arche-
typal cases, our final form of case study. The idea
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here is that an archetypal case generates the cate-
gory of which it is then taken, in a somewhat cir-
cular way, as representative.

Take the French Revolution. This episode
altered the whole concept of revolution, recon-
structing the idea as a progressive, modernizing
force. In this way, the French Revolution made
possible all the modern revolutions which fol-
lowed. In similar fashion, the American presidency
does far more than illustrate the presidential
system of government; it is the model which influ-
enced all later attempts to create similar systems,
notably in Latin America.

Focused comparisons

Focused comparisons fall between case studies and
statistical analysis. They are ‘small N’ studies con-
centrating on the intensive comparison of an
aspect of politics in a small number of countries.
Most often, the number of countries is either two,
a paired or binary comparison, or three, a trian-
gular comparison. The emphasis is on the compar-
ison at least as much as on the cases; otherwise,
the design would be a multiple case study.
Countries are normally selected to introduce varia-
tion into the dependent variable, thus overcoming
an inherent limit of the single case study.

To illustrate the technique, consider two exam-
ples of the strategy, each using paired comparison.
First, Kudrle and Marmor (1981) compared the
growth of social security programmes in the
United States and Canada. They sought to under-
stand Canada’s higher levels of spending and pro-
gramme development, concluding that the
elements of left-wing ideology and conservative
paternalism found there were the key contrasts
with the USA.

Second, a classic study by Heclo (1974) com-
pared the origins of unemployment insurance, old
age pensions and earnings-related supplementary
pensions in Britain and Sweden. In both coun-
tries, Heclo concluded, the bureaucracy was the
main agency of policy formulation. In contrast to
Kudrle and Marmor, and indeed to many focused
comparisons, Heclo’s project was unusual in
seeking to explain a similarity rather than a differ-
ence between the countries examined.

Focused comparisons such as these have proved

to be the success story of comparative politics in
recent decades (Collier, 1991). Like case studies,
they remain sensitive to the details of particular
countries and policies but in addition they
demand the intellectual discipline inherent in the
comparative enterprise. That is, the dimensions of
comparison must be addressed, similarities and
differences identified and some effort made to
account for the contrasts observed.

Also, focused comparisons remain sensitive to
history. Indeed, the format works particularly well
when — as with Heclo — a few countries are com-
pared over time, examining how they vary in their
response to common problems such as the transi-
tion to democracy. If it is difficult to produce a
poor case study, it is virtually impossible to deliver
an uninteresting report using focused comparison.

How should countries be selected for a focused
comparison? A common strategy is to select coun-
tries which, although differing on the factor under
study, are otherwise similar. This is a ‘most similar’
design. With this approach, we seek to compare
countries which are as similar as possible in, say,
their history, culture and political institutions, so
that we can clearly rule out such common factors
as explanations for the particular difference of
interest to us. For instance, Kudrle and Marmor’s
study (1981) sought to explain the contrasts in
social security programmes between Canada and
the United States, two countries which are similar
in many other ways. Or we might seek to explain
why Britain managed a more peaceful transition to
democracy than Germany, comparing two large
countries which share a European heritage.

However, even with a most similar design many
factors will remain as possible explanations for an
observed difference and usually there will be no
decisive way of testing between them. The
problem of too many variables and too few coun-
tries cannot be sidestepped; in practice, the value
of a focused comparison lies in the journey rather
than the destination.

A ‘most different’ design takes a contrasting
approach. Here, the object is to test a relationship
by discovering whether it can be observed in a
range of different countries. If so, our confidence
that the relationship is real, and not due to both
factors depending on an unmeasured third vari-
able, will increase (Peters, 1998).
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For example, Rothstein (2002) examines the
evolution of social and political trust in two con-
trasting democracies, Sweden and the United
States, assuming that any trends shared between
these two very different countries should also be
observable in other democracies. In a similar way,
if we were to find that the plurality method of
election were associated with a two-party system
in the diverse group of countries employing that
method — including Canada, India and the United
Kingdom — our confidence in the robustness of
this relationship would increase. A most different
design is the basis of much statistical research, to
which we now turn.

Definition

A most similar design takes similar countries for
comparison on the assumption, as Lipset (1990,
p. xiii) puts it, that ‘the more similar the units
being compared, the more possible it should be
to isolate the factors responsible for differences
between them’ By contrast, the most different
design seeks to show the robustness of a rela-
tionship by demonstrating its validity across
diverse settings (Przeworski and Teune, 1970).

Statistical analysis

Far from being unrelated, statistics and politics are
linked by origin. The word ‘statistics’ originally
meant the science dealing with facts about the
state. The growth of statistics formed part of the
rise of the state itself, particularly through the
development of the census as a basis for taxing
property and people (Fransmyr ez al, 1990). In
comparative politics, statistical research is less
common than in the behavioural era but it
remains a significant and worthwhile strand.

In contrast to the techniques reviewed so far, the
statistical approach is based on variables rather
than cases. Specifically, the object is to explore the
covariation between variables. Some of these
factors are usually measured on a quantitative scale
(such as percentages) but it is also possible to draw
up tables based on qualitative variables (for
example, whether a country employs parliamen-
tary or presidential government).

In such analyses, one variable is dependent —

that which we seek to explain. The others are
independent or explanatory — those factors which
we believe may influence the dependent variable
(Box 5.6). Examples of such work in comparative
politics include tests of the following hypotheses:

» the more educated a population, the higher its
proportion of post-materialists

» the higher a person’s social status, the greater
his or her participation in politics

» the more affluent a country, the more likely it is
to be an established democracy

» presidential government is more like to be over-
thrown than is parliamentary government.

To illustrate the statistical approach, consider an
example. Figure 5.2 is a scatterplot showing the
relationship between the number of members in a
national assembly (the dependent variable) and a
country’s population (the independent variable).
Such a plot displays all the information about
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Figure 5.2 Population and assembly size from fig.
14.1 (p. 248), showing the line of best fit and high-
lighting two outliers
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BOX 5.6

Dependent, intervening and independent variables

dependent variable

Intervening variable

Type of variable Definition Example
Dependent variable The factor we seek to explain Party voted for
Independent variable The factor believed to influence the Social class

A factor through which the independent
variable influences the dependent variable

Attitudes to party policy

these two factors for the countries surveyed.
Clearly, the larger the population, the larger the
assembly.

However, the content of the graph can be sum-
marized more precisely. This is achieved by calcu-
lating a regression line: that is, the line giving the
best fit to the data. This line, also shown in the
figure, is defined by a formula linking the vari-
ables. Given such an equation, we can use the
population of any particular country to predict its
assembly size; indeed, these predictions can easily
be made from the regression line using a ruler.

A regression equation allows us to identify
deviant cases, known as outliers in statistics. The
greater the difference between the predicted and
the actual assembly size for a given legislature, the
greater the need for additional explanation, thus
providing a link to case analysis. In our example,
North Koreas Supreme People’s Assembly is far
larger than would be expected for a country with a
population of just 23 million. How can we
account for this outlier? Many communist states
adopted large assemblies as a way of reducing any
threat they might pose to the party’s power. Such
an interpretation would provide a plausible
starting point for further investigation.

Statistical methodology can provide precise sum-
maries of large amounts of data using standard
techniques whose use can be checked by other
researchers. But the approach carries two main
risks. The first is that a strong correlation between
two variables may arise simply because both
depend on a third, unmeasured factor. For
example, the relationship between proportional
representation (PR) and muld-party systems

might arise because both factors emerge in divided
societies, not because PR itself increases the
number of parties. Or minority ethnic status
might be correlated with low turnout simply
because ethnic minorities are concentrated among
the low-voting poor.

In principle, the solution to spurious correlation
is simple: include all relevant variables in the
analysis, for statistical techniques can effectively
control for such problems. In practice, not all the
relevant variables will be known and spurious cor-
relation is a continuing danger. However, even a
spurious correlation may be a useful if risky basis
for prediction.

Second, even if a relationship is genuine, the
direction of causation remains to be established.
Suppose we find that democracies have higher
rates of economic growth than authoritarian
regimes. We still face a problem of interpretation.
Does the correlation arise because democracies
facilitate economic growth or because a high rate
of growth fosters a stable democracy? A case can
be made either way and by itself a correlation will
not provide the answer.

But not all statistical work is concerned with esti-
mating the impact of one factor on another. In
new areas, simple counts provide a useful begin-
ning. As Miller (1995) points out, asking the plain
question ‘how many of them are there?” is well
worthwhile. For instance: how many federations
are there? How many Arab states are democratic?
What was the probability that an authoritarian
regime in 1980 had become democratic by 2000?
Such questions must be answered if we are to
achieve our objective of comprehending the vari-
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ability of the political world. Just as straightforward
case studies often contribute more to comparative
politics than elaborate attempts at theory-testing,
so simple counting often offers more than sophisti-
cated statistical analysis. As Peters (1998, p. 191)
wisely says, ‘statistical analysis may not be every-
thing but it is certainly something’.

Key reading

Next step: Peters (1998) is a thorough and judi-
cious discussion of the comparative method.

Dogan and Pelassy (1990) is a challenging
account of the comparative approach, more
philosophical than Peters but insightful even so.

For general overviews, Lijphart (1971), Keman
(1993) and Mair (1996) are all worth reading.
Landman (2003) usefully combines issues of
method with detailed examples. King ez al,
(1994) contribute much to comparative research
strategy. Green (2002b) examines the interpretive
approach to comparative politics. For the institu-
tional approach, see Peters (1999) and Lowndes
(2002). For the state-centred approach, see Evans
et al., (2003). Yin (2003) is the standard source
on case studies. For focused comparisons, see
Ragin (1994a) and Ragin ez al. (1996). Pennings
et al. (1999) look at statistical methods in the
context of comparative politics. We should also
mention Wiarda (2004), an extensive and expen-
sive edited collection covering approaches to com-
parative politics.






Part Il

POLITICS AND SOCIETY

The relationship between politics and society has
always preoccupied political thinkers. Government
does not operate in isolation, unaffected by the
society of which it forms part. This part locates
politics in a broader social framework. Chapter 6

looks at the attitudes of people toward govern-
ment, Chapter 7 discusses communication flows
between politics and society while Chapter 8
examines how and whether people take part in
politics.
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he assault on the United States on September

11, 2001 killed more people than any other
single terrorist attack in history. So it is natural to
ask what caused these events. And what motivated
the terrorists to sacrifice their own lives in the
process? Such questions are simple but the
answers, of course, will be complex, involving
many factors and disciplines.

Still, we would probably want to begin with the
political culture of the terrorists and of others in
their network. Political culture is, after all, ‘the
sum of the fundamental values, sentiments and
knowledge that give form and substance to polit-
ical processes’ (Pye, 1995, p. 965). So the starting
point would be to describe the ‘values, sentiments
and knowledge’ of the terrorists, beginning
perhaps with their perceptions of the United
States, which gave form and substance to their
attack. In this way, political culture would help
us to identify the first link in a long chain of
causation.

The events of 9/11 also show the importance of
studying political culture comparatively. A full
understanding of those events must surely involve
comparing the cultures of Islam and Christianity,
East and West and — perhaps above all — the dis-
possessed and the powerful. But before we can
proceed to a discussion of what Huntington
(1996) claims is a ‘clash of civilizations’, we must
explore how political culture has been treated in
traditional political science. Here, the focus has
been on how values, sentiments and knowledge

influence politics within rather than between
states. In examining political culture within estab-
lished democracies, we begin with Almond and
Verba’s classic account before turning to ideas that
have attracted more recent attention: trust, social
capital and postmaterialism.

The civic culture

The classic study of political culture and democ-
racy is Almond and Verba’s The Civic Culture
(1963). Based on surveys conducted during
1959-60 in the USA, Britain, West Germany,
Italy and also Mexico, this landmark investigation
sought to identify the political culture within
which a liberal democracy is most likely to
develop and consolidate. Their study provides a
helpful introduction to the topic.

Almond and Verba’s argument is based on a dis-
tinction between three pure types of political
culture: the parochial, subject and participant. In a
parochial political culture, first of all, citizens are
only indistinctly aware of the existence of central
government, as with remote tribes whose existence
is seemingly unaffected by national decisions made
by the central government. Parochial cultures have
been rare in established democracies but elements
can be found in isolated rural communities or in
the growing number of inner city areas where gov-
ernment is remote from people’s lives.

In a subject political culture, second, citizens see
themselves not as participants in the political
process but as subjects of the government, as with
people living under a dictatorship. Although we
may not associate subject cultures with democra-
cies, subject attitudes may be growing among
young people, many of whom remain distant from
politics even though they recognize government’s
impact on their lives.

The third and most familiar type is the partici-
pant political culture. Here, citizens believe both
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that they can contribute to the system and that
they are affected by it.

It would be natural to assume that people with
participant attitudes are the model citizens of a
stable democracy. But the interest of Almond and
Verba’s study rests precisely in their rejection of
such a proposition. Rather, the authors propose
that democracy will prove most stable in societies
blending different cultures in a particular mix they
termed the ‘civic culture’ (Figure 6.1). The ideal
conditions for democracy, they suggest, emerge
when subject and parochial attitudes provide
ballast to an essentially participant culture.

In this civic culture, many citizens are active in
politics but the passive minority, whether
parochials, subjects or both, provides stability to
the system. Further, the participants are not so
involved as to refuse to accept decisions with
which they disagree. Thus the civic culture
resolves the tension within democracy between
popular control and effective governance: it allows
for citizen influence while retaining flexibility for
the governing elite.

Armed with this theory, Almond and Verba set
out to discover through opinion surveys which
countries in their study came closest to their
model of the civil culture. Britain, and to a lesser
extent the United States, scored highest. In both
countries citizens felt they could influence the
government but often chose not to do so, thus
giving the government its required agility. By con-
trast, the political cultures of West Germany, Italy
and Mexico all deviated in various ways from the
authors’ prescription.

Like most original works, Almond and Verba’s

Parochial
culture

Stable
democracy

The civic
culture

Participant
culture

Y

Subject
culture

Figure 6.1 Almond and Verba's theory of the civic
culture

study attracted considerable scrutiny (Barry,
1988). Critics alleged that attempting to portray a
national political culture was as vague an under-
taking as investigating national character. Perhaps
the research should have focused more on subcul-
tures of race and class within the societies exam-
ined. Nor did the authors offer a detailed account
of the origins of political culture. It is possible,
after all, that citizens believe they can influence
government just because they can actually do so, a
point that would suggest political culture reflects
as much as it influences government. Nor did the
authors focus on the evolution of political culture,
a theme which — as we will see — has characterized
much later discussion in this area.

Political trust and social capital

Times move on. In the decades following Almond
and Verbas study, many established democracies
hit turbulent waters: Vietnam and student
activism in the 1960s, the oil crisis of the 1970s,
the anti-nuclear and ecology movements of the
1980s, privatization and cutbacks to the welfare
state in the 1990s, terrorism in the 2000s.

As Almond and Verba (1980) noted in an initial
update, such events left their mark on Western
political cultures. More recent research in the area
has therefore focused on whether established
democracies have suffered a decline in political and
social trust. And the answer, in general, is that they
have, although the fall focuses on the public’s confi-
dence in the performance of democratic institutions
rather than on the principle of democracy itself.

For example, Norris (1999, p. 20) concludes
that overall public confidence in such institutions
as parliament, the civil service and the armed
forces declined between 1981 and 1991 in each of
the 17 countries she examined. Today’s disillu-
sioned democrats, as Norris calls them, may be
cynical but they remain committed to democracy’s
ideals:

democratic values now command widespread
acceptance as an ideal, but at the same time citi-
zens have often become more critical of the
workings of the core institutions of representa-
tive democracy.
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The United States clearly illustrates the decline
of trust in government. In 1964, three-quarters of
Americans said that they trusted the federal gov-
ernment ‘to do the right thing’; by 1994, at the
bottom of the cycle, only a quarter did so (Figure
6.2). As Wuthnow (2002, p. 59) points out, much
of this decline was brought about by specific
events such as the Vietnam War and Watergate,
with partial recoveries during periods of peace and
prosperity. Thus, trust recovered somewhat as the
economy and stock market boomed in the late
1990s. Despite the intelligence failings exposed by
September 11, faith in government received a
massive short-term boost following the attacks as
Americans rallied round the flag (Brewer ez al,
1993). But contemporary faith in national govern-
ment remains well below the levels recorded in the
late 1950s, when Almond and Verba issued their
positive appraisal of America’s civic culture.

The long-term trend in political trust slopes
down in other democracies too. In the UK, for
example, trust in government fell from 47 per cent
in 1987 to 28 per cent in 2001 (Bromley and
Curtice, 2002). So both the American and the
British ‘civic cultures have witnessed a shift
towards more sceptical and instrumental attitudes
to politics since Almond and Verbas study.

When we probe in more detail into these broad
trends, the picture becomes more negative.
Surveys from a number of European democracies

suggest that the public places more trust in the
institutions of law and order, such as the military
and the police, than in the agencies of representa-
tion such as parties. As Table 6.1 shows, political
parties come bottom of the confidence league in
all the countries examined. So public support for
core functions of the state remains generally high
but those mechanisms which provide democratic
control over rulers are rated poorly. This pattern
confirms the public’s jaundiced view of democratic
performance.

What are the consequences of falling confidence
in political institutions? This question has preoc-
cupied Putnam (2002) who suggests that a culture
of trust oils the wheels of collective action,
enabling projects to be initiated which would not
be feasible in a society where mutual suspicion
prevailed. Declining faith in government is there-
fore a form of political deflation, reducing the
capacity of the political system to achieve shared
goals.

In an influential study using Italy as his labora-
tory, Putnam (1993) attempted to test these ideas
to show how a supportive social environment
directly enhances the performance of a political
system. In their original work, Almond and Verba
had portrayed Italy as a country whose people felt
uninvolved in, and alienated from, politics. At the
time, Italy showed strong elements of the subject
and parochial cultures. Putnam revisits Italy’s
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Table 6.1 Confidence in political institutions, 2001
France Germany Sweden United Kingdom
High confidence Civil Police Police, Military,
(greater than 50%) service, Courts Police
Police,
Military,
Media
Low confidence Courts, Courts, Military, Courts,
(30-49%) Parliament Military, Parliament, Civil service,
Parliament Civil service Parliament
Very low confidence Parties Civil service, Media, Media,
(below 30%) Media, Parties Parties
Parties
Note: Ranking is based on the proportion of the sample expressing confidence in the institution. Institutions within each cell are ranked by confi-
dence level.
Source: Data from Inoguchi (2002, Table 9.4b).

political culture, paying more attention to diver-
sity within the country. He demonstrates how cul-
tural variations within Iraly influenced the
effectiveness of the 20 new regional governments
created in the 1970s. Similar in structure and
formal powers, these governments nonetheless
varied greatly in performance. Some (such as
Emilia-Romagna in the North) proved stable and
effective, capable of making and implementing
innovative policies. Others (such as Calabria in the
South) achieved little. What, asks Putnam,
explains these contrasts?

Definition

Social capital refers to a culture of trust and
cooperation which makes collective action pos-
sible and effective. As Putnam (2002) says, it is
the ability of a community to ‘develop the“I"into
the “we”. A political culture with a fund of social
capital enables a community to build political
institutions with a capacity to solve collective
problems. Bonding social capital is sustained by
networks of people drawn from similar back-
grounds while bridging social capital brings
together dissimilar types.

Putnam finds his answer in political culture. He
argues that the most successful regions have a posi-
tive political culture: a tradition of trust and coop-
eration which results in high levels of social
capital. By contrast, the least effective govern-
ments are found in regions lacking any tradition
of collaboration and equality. In such circum-
stances, supplies of social capital run low and gov-
ernments can achieve little.

But where does social capital itself come from?
How does a community establish a foundation of
mutual trust? Like Almond and Verba before him,
Putnam’s answer is historical. Somewhat contro-
versially, he attributes the uneven distribution of
social capital in modern Italy to events deep
within each areas history (Morlino, 1995). The
more effective governments in the north draw on a
tradition of communal self-government dating
from the twelfth century. The least successful
administrations in the south are burdened with a
long history of feudal, foreign, bureaucratic and
authoritarian rule. Thus, Putnam’s analysis illus-
trates how political culture can be used as the
device through which the past is taken to influ-
ence the present.

The idea of social capital extends the idea of
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trust beyond its political domain into the wider
field of social relationships. Putnam suggests that
the declining faith of Americans in their govern-
ment is matched by a corresponding social change:
namely, a fall in trust in other people. In the
United States, those who give a positive response
to the survey question ‘Generally speaking, would
you say that most people can be trusted?” declined
from 46 per cent in 1972 to 34 per cent in 1994
(Wuthnow, 2002, p. 71). Such findings have led
to extensive debate about the danger of social
capital disintegrating in the USA.

But there is little evidence suggesting that the
decline in social trust in the United States is
matched in other democracies. In a study of
public opinion in the member states of the
European Union, Newton (1999, p. 175) found
‘no evidence of a general decline in social trust.
On the contrary, nine of the EU twelve show
higher levels of trust in 1993 than 1976. In
Sweden, two in three people say they trust others,
notwithstanding the assassination of the country’s
prime minister in 1986 and its foreign minister in
2003. The equivalent figure for trust in the USA,
overall a more violent country than Sweden, is far
lower (Rothstein, 2002, p. 320).

Within Europe, only Britain has shared the
American pattern of a marked decline in interper-
sonal trust. The populations of both countries, it
may be significant to note, are heavy viewers of
television, a behaviour which reduces social
contact and communication.

Nor do the connections between social and
political trust seem to be strong. Newton found
that ‘the correlations between trust in people and
trust in government are so small that they can be
ignored’. Rothstein’s study of Sweden (2002, p.
321) also found only ‘a weak correlation’ between
these concepts. Certainly, declining faith in gov-
ernment is an important trend in the democratic
world. But social trust, and with it social capital,
appears to be a separate issue.

Postmaterialism

One factor which helps to account for develop-
ments in political culture, at both mass and elite

level, is postmaterialism. Along with the themes of
political trust and social capital, this notion illus-
trates how political scientists have sought to incor-
porate change into their understanding of political
culture.

From the late 1940s to the early 1970s, the
Western world witnessed a period of unprece-
dented economic growth. ‘You've never had it so
good’ became a cliché that summarized the experi-
ence of the postwar generation. This era — long
before 9/11 and the wars resulting from it — was
also a period of relative international peace. A
cohort grew up with no experience of world war. In
addition, the newly instituted welfare state offered
increased security to many Western populations
against the scourges of illness and unemployment.

According to Inglehart (1971, 1997), this
unique combination of affluence, peace and secu-
rity led to a silent revolution in Western political
cultures. He suggests that the emphasis on eco-
nomic achievement as the main priority is making
way for an emphasis on the quality of life:

in a major part of the world, the disciplined,
self-denying and achievement-oriented norms of
industrial society are giving way to the choices
over lifestyle which characterize post-industrial
economies (Inglehart, 1997, p. 28).

From the 1960s, a new generation of postmate-
rialists emerged: young, well-educated people with
concerns centred on lifestyle issues such as ecology,
nuclear disarmament and feminism. Where
prewar generations had valued order, security and
fixed rules in such areas as religion and sexual
morality, postmaterialists take political and reli-
gious authority for granted. They give priority to
self-expression and flexible rules. Postmaterialists
are elite-challenging advocates of the new politics
rather than elite-sustaining foot soldiers in the old
party battles. They are more attracted to single-
issue groups than to the broader packages offered
by political parties. A loaf of bread does not satisfy
postmaterialists; it must also be wholemeal,
organic and preferably hand-baked!

Based on extensive survey evidence, Inglehart
shows that the more affluent a democracy, the
higher the proportion of postmaterialists within its
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Profle GERMANY

Population: 82m.

Gross domestic product per head:
$26,600 (much lower in former East
Germany).

Form of government: a constitutional
and parliamentary federal republic.

Legislature: the 603-member
Bundestag is the lower house.The
smaller and weaker upper house, the
Bundesrat, represents the 16 federal
Ldnder (states).

Executive: the Chancellor leads a
cabinet of between 16 and 22 minis-

ters. A President serves as ceremonial
head of state.

Judiciary: Germany is a state based on
law. The Federal Constitutional Court
has proved to be highly influential as
an arbiter of the constitution and,
externally, as the model of a constitu-
tional (rather than an American-style
supreme) court.

Electoral system: the Bundestag is
elected through an influential addi-
tional member system which has now
been adopted in over 20 countries

(p. 148). Members of the Bundesrat are
nominated by the Ldnder; hence, the
Bundesrat is never dissolved.

Party system: the leading parties are
the SPD (Social Democrats) and the
CDU (Christian Democrats).
Traditionally, these have governed in
coalition with the smaller FDP (Free
Democrats). However, the Greens
joined a coalition with the SPD in
1998, a coalition which was renewed
after the 2002 election.

The Federal Republic of Germany boasts the third
largest economy in the world. Its skilled employees,
based in capital-intensive factories, produce manufac-
tured goods for sale at premium prices throughout
the world. Germany’s exports have exceeded its
imports each year since 1955 and the country’s ‘eco-
nomic miracle’ supports extensive public services;
both contributed to the growth in the legitimacy of
the Federal Republic founded in 1949 on the ashes of
Hitler's Third Reich.Only in the later 1990s, as unem-
ployment passed the four million mark, and the costs
of reunification began to mount, did the German eco-
nomic model and its generous welfare system begin
to experience stress.

Germany has been a leading player in the develop-
ment of the European Union. Its political commitment
to a united Europe is entrenched in its constitution
and Germany has been willing to support its objec-
tives with hard cash. Because Germany naturally views
European developments through the lens of its own
system of government, the country’s political institu-
tions are of continental significance.

Seeking to avoid the political instability of the Weimar
Republic (1919-33), which had contributed to the Nazi
seizure of power, the framers of the postwar constitu-
tion made the chancellor the key figure in the new
republic.The chancellor determines government
policy, appoints cabinet ministers, heads a staff of 500
and can only be removed from office when parlia-
ment also demonstrates a majority for a named suc-
cessor.Within a parliamentary framework, Germany
offers a distinctive form of ‘chancellor democracy"

Most of the republic’s six chancellors have been
strong figures, further enhancing the status of the
office. For example, Helmut Kohl (Chancellor, 1982-98)
was the dominant force behind the rapid but peaceful
unification of Germany following the dramatic
opening of the Berlin Wall in 1990.Though unification
has proved costly for the Western provinces, and
required massive restructuring in the former German
Democratic Republic, the result is the largest country
in Western Europe - and a state which is strategically
positioned at the heart of the European continent.

For students of political culture, the country’s postwar
history shows how the legitimacy of a political system
can flow from successful economic performance.
Between 1959 and 1988 the proportion of Germans
expressing pride in their political institutions
increased from 7 to 51 per cent. Over a similar period,
support for a multiparty system grew from 53 to 92
per cent.This success story has not been repeated so
easily in the former East Germany, and some recent
reductions in welfare have dented the previously cosy
compact between the government and its citizens in
the Western provinces. Even so, the emergence of a
supportive public in the Federal Republic since 1949
offers hope to other transitional countries seeking to
build a democratic culture on an authoritarian history.

Further reading: Conradt (2001), Helms (2000), Schmidt
(2003).
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borders. The United States was in the vanguard. In
the early 1970s, American postmaterialists were
concentrated among yuppies — young, upwardly
mobile urban professionals, especially those in the
wealthiest state of all, California. Three decades
later, this baby-boom generation retains a rela-
tively progressive outlook despite its unparalleled
affluence.

In Europe postmaterialism came first to, and
made deepest inroads in, the wealthiest democra-
cies such as Denmark, the Netherlands and West
Germany. The affluent Scandinavian countries
(except Norway) also proved receptive to these
values (Knutsen, 1990). Postmaterialism remains
less common in poorer democracies with lower
levels of education: for example, Greece.

Definition

Postmaterialism is a commitment to radical
quality of life issues (such as the environment)
which can emerge, especially among the edu-
cated young, from a foundation of personal secu-
rity and material affluence. Postmaterialists
participate extensively in politics but they are
inclined to join elite-challenging promotional
groups rather than traditional political parties
(Inglehart, 1997).

If other things remain equal, postmaterial values
will become more prominent. When Inglehart
began his studies in 1970-71, materialists out-
numbered postmaterialists by about four to one in
many Western countries. But by 2000 the two
groups were much more even in size, a major
transformation in political culture. Population
replacement will continue to work its effect. As
Inglehart (1999, p. 247) notes, ‘as the younger
birth cohorts replace the older more materialist
cohorts, we should observe a shift towards the
postmaterial orientation’.

The unerring expansion of education gives post-
materialism a further boost. Experience of higher
education is the best single predictor of a postma-
terial outlook. Indeed ‘postmaterialism’ can be
largely understood as the liberal outlook induced
by degree-level education, especially in the arts
and social sciences. Such values are then sustained
through careers in professions where knowledge,
rather than capital or management authority, is

key (Farnen and Meloen, 2000). The march of
higher education, and the changing structure of
the workforce, may be more important mecha-
nisms of cultural change than the factors Inglehart
emphasizes, namely peace and affluence.

Although postmaterialism is normally inter-
preted as a value shift among the population, its
most important effects may be on political elites.
Inglehart’s infantry are an active, opinion-leading
group and already his shock troops have moved
into positions of power, securing a platform from
which their values can directly affect government
decisions.

For instance, the 1960s generation retained
touches of radicalism even as it secured the seduc-
tive trappings of office. Thus, Bill Clinton (born
1946, the first president to be born after the war)
offered a more liberal agenda to the American
people than did his predecessor in the White
House, George Bush (born 1924). These two men
belonged to different parties, to be sure, but they
also represented contrasting generations. A similar
claim can be made about Britain by comparing
Tony Blair (born 1953) with his predecessor John
Major (born 1943).

However, the political success of George W.
Bush (born, like Clinton, in 1946) reminds us
that postmaterialism may not carry all before it.
In the short and medium term, direct political
developments exert more influence over the
cultural mood than long-term forces such as post-
materialism.

Political culture in new democracies

In new democracies, political culture offers less
support to the system of government than is the
case in established democracies. In part, this weak-
ness derives from mere unfamiliarity with a new
order. New rulers lack the authority which accrues
naturally to a regime with a record of success. At
the same time, they must confront the excessive
expectations initiated by the overthrow of the old
rulers; public opinion may expect too much, too
quickly and above all too easily. In addition, the
inheritance from the old regime is likely to be a
cynical and suspicious attitude to politics, and a
culture which is more parochial than participant.
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The communist legacy, in particular, is far
removed from Almond and Verba’s civic culture.

Since new democracies lack a reservoir of good-
will built up over generations, attitudes to the
political system depend more on current perfor-
mance. A new democracy which literally delivers
the goods will engender supportive attitudes
capable of sustaining it in the future. As Diamond
and Lipset (1995, p. 751) write, ‘for the long-run
success of democracy, there is no alternative to
economic stability and progress’.

Two examples of successful democratic consoli-
dation, Germany and Spain, confirm this point.
West Germany’s success in translating its eco-
nomic miracle of the 1950s and 1960s into
favourable attitudes to its new democracy was tes-
tament to the power of economic performance to
reshape political culture (see the profile on p. 94).

In a similar if less dramatic way, the consolida-
tion of Spain’s new democracy in the final quarter
of the twentieth century owed much to economic
development which had been inhibited — though
not prevented — under the authoritarian rule of
General Franco. Economic and political liberaliza-
tion marched hand in hand. So in both Germany
and Spain, strong economic performance con-
tributed to the consolidation of a democratic
culture.

Compared to these success stories, post-commu-
nist and post-colonial regimes have experienced
more difficulty in delivering the performance
needed to strengthen democratic commitment.
Consider the post-communist countries. In the
giddy moment of revolution in 1989, expectations
ran away with themselves. With a measure of
freedom achieved, the people expected affluence
to follow, seemingly unaware of the magnitude of
change needed to transform an inefficient state-
run economy into a vibrant free market.
Anticipating  effortless wealth, many in East
Europe simply encountered long-term unemploy-
ment. As de Tocqueville noted long ago (1856),
dashed expectations are politically more damaging
than outright fatalism.

Initial reserves of goodwill were soon running
short as factories closed, infrastructure decayed
and the welfare safety net provided by commu-
nism disappeared. Far from delivering affluence,
the new democracies seemed to deliver insecurity

and poverty to many, and illicit wealth only to a
few. As one frustrated politician said, “When
people had security, they wanted freedom; now
they have freedom, they want security.’

By the first decade of the twenty-first century,
however, post-communist states had clearly
diverged in the development of their political cul-
tures. Most East European countries, for example
Poland, had witnessed considerable economic
recovery after the initial meltdown of the early and
mid-1990s. Total production at last exceeded
levels achieved under communism. The popula-
tion began to learn that over the longer term,
democracy could deliver an improved standard of
living for most, if not all, the people. Prospective
membership of the European Union offered a
further stimulus to embracing a democratic
culture.

In post-communist Asia, however, political
leaders saw no reason to imitate Western models.
Primitive pre-industrial economies declined rather
than developed and authoritarian rule seemed the
surest guarantee of political stability. In any case,
even the pre-communist heritage simply offered
weak foundations on which to build a democracy;
Tismaneanu (1995) describes the political cultures
of the Asian republics, such as Kazakhstan and
Uzbekistan, as ‘antidemocratic, anti-liberal and
ethnocentric’. With Russia and China as powerful
neighbours, regional politics in Asia were also less
favourable to constructing a democratic culture
than was the case in East Europe. In such circum-
stances, it would have required an astonishing eco-
nomic transformation to induce a democratic
orientation in either the political elite or the
general population. Such agricultural societies may
need a generation of industrialization, quite pos-
sibly state-led, before a democratic culture can
emerge.

Political culture in authoritarian states

In the mature democracies of the West, political
culture contributes to the stability of government,
offering broad support to those charged with the
task of ruling. Authoritarian rulers, by contrast,
face characteristic problems arising from their
unwillingness to confront the challenge of the
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ballot box. Lacking the legitimacy which flows
from free election, such rulers must find other
ways of responding to the political culture of the
societies they govern. Broadly speaking, their
options are threefold: to ignore, to manipulate or
to seek to transform the existing political culture.
Each approach merits separate discussion even
though in practice non-democratic rulers often
combine these strategies.

Ignoring political culture

Disregarding the political culture of the wider
society is the tactic favoured by most authoritarian
governments. Military rulers, for example, ride to
power on a tank and show little concern for the
niceties of political culture. Their task is to protect
their own back against challengers seeking to sup-
plant them. Far from seeking to draw support
from the wider culture, military rulers typically
seek to isolate the mass population from engage-
ment with government, thus shrinking the polit-
ical arena.

In extreme cases, tyrants (civil or military)
demand the submission of the populace, not its
support. Yet it is a tribute to the power of political
culture that such repressive survival strategies
rarely succeed over the long term. In practice,
naked power only prospers when wrapped in legit-
imacy’s clothes.

Manipulating political culture

The second approach is to exploit the political
culture by selectively emphasizing its authoritarian
elements. This strategy can be more effective over
the long term. As Eckstein (1998a) remarks, an
authoritarian government which is congruent with
cultural values may prove to be more stable than a
democratic regime which remains unnourished by
the wider culture.

For instance, traditions of deference, and of per-
sonal allegiance to powerful individuals, are a cul-
tural resource which many leaders in Asia and
Latin America have exploited to the full to sustain
their power. Loyalty to the national leader is pre-
sented as a natural outgrowth either of the submis-
sion of the landless peasant to the powerful
landowner or of the unforced obedience of the

child to its parent. The ruler is father and/or chief
patron to the nation, providing security and sta-
bility but not democratic accountability.

In pre-democratic Mexico, for example,
scholars suggested that ‘underlying values were
fundamentally authoritarian in the sense that
Mexican children learned in the family to accept
the authority of their fathers and they later trans-
ferred this acceptance of authority to political
leaders, including the president’ (Turner, 1995,
p. 209).

Seeking to transform political culture

The most interesting approach to political culture
in non-democratic regimes is to seek to reshape
the country’s values. By definition, totalitarian
regimes sought to transform the political values of
their subjects. In Hitler's Germany, for instance,
all textbooks had to conform to Nazi ideology and
pupils were trained in arithmetic using examples
based on ‘the Jewish question’.

But it was communist regimes which made the
most systematic and long-lasting effort at trans-
forming political culture. Their starting point was
that the state must restructure the way people
think and behave. As Meyer (1983, p. 6) com-
ments, communist revolutions were originally
intended as cultural revolutions. Through educa-
tion and persuasion, the aim was to create a new
communist personality which would flourish in a
classless, atheist society, free of the poisons inhaled
under capitalism.

Take the Soviet Union and China as examples.
In both countries the post-revolutionary commu-
nist rulers sought to increase mass participation in
politics. Mass campaigns ensured that everyone
became involved in politics. Yet the anticipated
transformation of political culture never came
about. Eventually, mass participation took on a
purely ritual form, based on passive obedience to
power rather than active commitment to commu-
nism. Fear created citizens who outwardly con-
formed but in reality adopted strategies designed to
ensure their own survival: two persons in one body.

So communist reconstructions of political
culture rarely succeeded in transforming might
into right. Instead, they often strengthened critical
attitudes to politics and depleted social capital by
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creating a social environment in which no one
could be trusted. This negative climate continues
to hold back the development of participatory cul-
tures in post-communist countries.

Elite political culture

Although the impact of mass political culture on
political stability has been debated widely, the sig-
nificance of elite political culture has been
addressed less often. Yet in countries with a
parochial or subject political culture, elite political
culture is primary. Even where mass attitudes to
politics are well-developed, as in consolidated
democracies, it is still the views of the elite which
exert the most direct effect on political decisions.
As Verba (1987, p. 7) writes, the values of political
leaders can be expected to have both ‘coherence
and consequences. Political leaders have, for
example, proved central to recent democratic tran-
sitions. In this section, we examine elite political
culture, again focusing on its consequences for
political stability.

Elite culture is far more than a representative
fragment of the values of the wider society.
Throughout the world the ideas of elites are dis-
tinct from, though they overlap with, the national
political culture. For example, leaders in democra-
cies generally take a more liberal line on social and
moral issues. Stouffer’s (1966) famous survey of
American attitudes to freedom of speech, con-
ducted in 1954, confirmed this point. Stouffer
showed that most community leaders maintained
their belief in free speech for atheists, socialists and
communists at a time when the public’s attitudes
were much less tolerant. By the 1980s, surveys
revealed a striking increase in the American
public’s support for free speech (Weissberg, 1998).
Nonetheless, it was crucial to the cause of free
speech in the United States during the 1950s that
a majority of the political elite resisted the strong
pressure from Senator Joe McCarthy’s populist
anti-communist witch-hunt (Fried, 1990).

In a similar way, many leaders of post-commu-
nist countries accept the need for a thorough tran-
sition to a market economy even while mass
culture continues to find reassurance in the
equality of poverty practised under communism.

Definition

Elite political culture consists of the beliefs, atti-
tudes and ideas about politics held by those who
are closest to the centres of political power.The
values of elites are more explicit, systematic and
consequential than are those of the population

at large.

One reason for the liberal and sophisticated
outlook of political leaders is their education; in
most democracies, politics has become virtually a
graduate profession. The experience of higher edu-
cation nurtures an optimistic view of human
nature, strengthens humanitarian values and
encourages a belief in the ability of politicians to
solve social problems (Farnen and Meloen, 2000).
Indeed the contrast between the values of the edu-
cated elite and the least educated section of the
population is itself a source of tension in many
political cultures.

In assessing the impact of elite political culture
on stability, three dimensions are crucial:

» Does the elite have faith in its own right to
rule?

» Does the elite accept the notion of a national
interest, separate from individual and group
ambitions?

» Do all members of the elite accept the rules of
the game, especially those governing the
transfer of power? (see Figure 6.3.)

The first and perhaps most vital component
here is the rulers’ belief in their own right to rule.
The revolutions of 1989 in Eastern Europe dra-
matically illustrate how a collapse of confidence
among the rulers themselves can enforce a change

of regime. As Schopflin (1990) points out,

an authoritarian elite sustains itself in power not
just through force and the threat of force but,
more importantly, because it has some vision of
the future by which it can justify itself to itself.
No regime can survive long without some
concept of purpose.

In the initial phase of industrialization, commu-
nist rulers in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe
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Figure 6.3 How elite political culture affects
political stability

had good reason to believe their new planned
economies were producing results. But by the late
1980s progress had given way to decline: industrial
planning had reached a dead end. As any remaining
support from intellectuals faded, so party officials
began to doubt their own legitimacy. In the end,
communist rule was toppled so easily because it
had already become enfeebled. Communist rulers
were aware that they had become a barrier to,
rather than a source of, progress. Elite values had
ceased to underpin the system of government. By
contrast, economic growth continues apace in con-
temporary China, sustaining the elite’s confidence
in its own legitimacy.

A more recent example of elite political culture
sustaining non- or semi-democratic government is
rule by experts. Latin America provides the best
recent instances of this technocratic culture. The
‘techno-boys’” were a cohort of European- or
American-trained graduates (mainly in economics
or engineering) who influenced economic policy-
making in much of the continent, notably Chile,
in the final decades of the twentieth century.
While communist rulers were losing faith in their
right to rule, the techno-boys possessed every con-
fidence in the validity of their own prescriptions.

When supported by a strong political leader,
these specialists were able to impose harsh mone-
tary remedies on countries where financial disci-
pline had often taken second place to political
requirements. Because the authority of these spe-
cialists derived in part from their self-belief,
Centeno and Silva (1998, p. 3) were surely justified

in concluding that ‘an elite culture links all of the
different historical apparitions of expert rule’ on
the continent. Rule by experts provided an instance
where the technical, depoliticized views of an edu-
cated elite came to dominate the political agenda.

Definition

Technocracy is rule by experts, a temporary form
of rule that sometimes emerges after a period of
poor governance.The term implies rule by spe-
cialists with expertise in non-political subjects,
often economics and engineering.The word
itself was coined by William Smyth, an engineer
based in California, who founded Technocracy,
Inc.in 1919.Today, a technocrat denotes a
specialist with a job or outlook that is technical
rather than political.

The second aspect of elite political culture lies in
its approach to the national interest. At issue here is
the attitude of rulers to the government posts they
hold. Is public service seen as just that — a way of
serving the national interest? Some national bureau-
cracies, from France to Pakistan, have seen them-
selves as guardians of the nation even to the point
of protecting their country from ‘mere politicians’.
Latin America’s technocrats are again an example:
they assumed that their assessment of the country’s
long-term economic interests should take priority
over the preferences of specific social groups.

More often in the developing world, the state is
seen by its ruling elite as a seam of scarce resources
to be mined for the benefit of the rulers, their
families, their constituents and members of their
ethnic group. This approach predominates where
economic resources are scarce and — just as impor-
tant — where state institutions are weak. Both
factors apply to many post-colonial countries. In
post-communist countries, too, officials who sur-
vived the collapse of the old order often gained
personally from acquiring public assets through
corrupt privatizations.

It would of course be naive to suppose that
politicians anywhere are guided solely by the
national interest. However, at a minimum, elite
values should not condone self-interested behav-
iour which threatens the collective interest. When
exposed, corruption should generate criticism, not
a mere shrug of the shoulders.
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The third dimension of elite political culture,
and one with obvious implications for political
stability, is the attitudes which politicians hold to
the rules of the game. A range of possibilities exists
here. Is elite competition absolute, as in divided
countries such as Northern Ireland where gains to
one side (Protestant or Catholic) were traditionally
viewed as losses by the other? Alternatively, is
strong party conflict moderated by agreement on
the rules of the competition, as in mainland
Britain, thus rendering political stability consistent
with vigorous political debate?

The consequences of these attitudes to the polit-
ical game are highly significant. As an example
of unmoderated conflict, consider America’s
Watergate scandal (1972-73), during which
President Nixon’s Republican supporters engaged
in illegal acts such as break-ins and phone-taps
against their Democratic opponents. This unhappy
episode reflected the President’s own stark view of
politics: ‘us’ against ‘them’. Nixon was willing to
dispense with the normal rules to ensure that his
enemies ‘got what they deserved’. In the USA, of
course, most politicians do support the rules of the
game as set out in the country’s constitution. If
Nixon’s attitudes predominated among America’s
elite, its democracy would be far less stable.

When party or group leaders are willing to com-
promise to allow the expression of other interests
and values, the prospects for political stability
improve. In a classic analysis, Lijphart (1977) sug-
gested that just such an accommodating attitude
prevailed among group leaders in divided societies
such as Austria and the Netherlands in the 1950s
and 1960s. Then, religion still strongly divided
these countries, with considerable physical separa-
tion between the various communities. In the
Netherlands, for example, the Catholics,
Protestant and secular communities formed sepa-
rate subcultures or ‘pillars’. The issue was how
these pillars could be integrated to form a stable
democratic culture.

Crucially, the leaders of each pillar accepted the
right of each group to a fair share of state
resources. The leaders privately agreed among
themselves, and in private, on how to slice the
national pie. However, each group then controlled
the distribution of its own resources; so that
Catholics, for example, might give higher priority

to welfare while socialists allocated more money to
education. In this way, a culture of accommoda-
tion among the elite allowed separate and even
hostile communities to live together within the
one state. Today, religious divisions have softened
but compromise remains a key theme in Dutch
political culture.

Elite accommodation as a formula for managing
divided but separate communities is still relevant
today, particularly in post-conflict situations where
distrust between subcultures remains high. For
example, the device might have value in Sri Lanka
following its long period of fighting between the
Sinhalese majority and the minority Tamils. Elite
compromise offers a form of informal federalism,
casting light on the key issue of how hostile com-
munities can learn to live together even when the
foundations are too insecure to support the elabo-
rate architecture of formal federation.

Political socialization

Political socialization is the means by which polit-
ical culture is transmitted across the generations. It
is a universal process. All societies must find a way
of passing on the skills needed for people to
perform political roles, varying from voting at an
election to governing the country. The key point
about socialization is that it is largely an uncon-
trolled and uncontrollable process. No matter how
much rulers try, they find themselves unable to
dominate either its process or content. By its
nature, therefore, socialization serves to replicate
the status quo. As a result, political culture
becomes a stabilizing force, providing a major
barrier against planned change.

Definition

Political socialization is the process through
which we learn about politics. It concerns the
acquisition of emotions, identities and skills as
well as information. Its main dimensions are
what people learn (content), when they learn it

(timing and sequence) and from whom (agents).

Learning a political culture is very different from
acquiring formal knowledge of politics as
obtained, say, from this book. Political socializa-
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tion is a more diffuse, indirect and unplanned
process. It involves the development of political
emotions and identities (what is my country? my
religion? my party?) as well as the acquisition of
information. DPolitical socialization takes place
through a variety of institutions — the family, peer
group and workplace — and is as much influenced
by the context of communication as its content.
For example, children’s attitudes toward politics
are influenced by their experience of authority at
home and at school at least as much as by the
preachings of parents and teachers.

Most studies of political socialization are based on
the primacy model. This holds that basic political
loyalties are formed when young. Childhood
learning is ‘deep learning’ because it provides a
framework for interpreting further information
acquired in adulthood. Core political identities are
developed in early childhood, when the family is
the critical influence on the child. In late childhood,
these attachments are supplemented by a marked
increase in information. The main effect of adoles-
cence is to refine the child’s conceptual under-
standing, building on information already obtained.

These three stages of socialization — early child-
hood, late childhood and adolescence — prepare
the child for political participation in adult polit-
ical life (Figure 6.4). Adult experiences modify but
rarely transform the outlook secured when young.

Some authors use Asian cultures to illustrate the
centrality of childhood to political socialization.

The argument advanced is that strong family tra-
ditions encourage a group-centred style of adult
politics in which deference to authority places a
leading role. For instance, Pye (1985) suggests that

the cornerstone of powerbuilding in the Asian
cultures is loyalty to a collectivity. Out of the
need to belong, to submerge one’s self in a group
identity, is power formed in Asian cultures.

But what is the origin of this need to belong and
conform? Pye suggests that the answer lies in the
experience of childhood. The Asian child, perhaps
more than elsewhere, finds unconditional love and
attention from the family. As a result, the child
respects and does not question parental authority,
leading to similar deference to political rulers later
in life. This acceptance of benevolent leadership
(or perhaps more accurately a reluctance to express
open dissent) is supposedly characteristic of ‘Asian
democracy’.

Although most research on political socialization
has focused on children, we must remember that
the process is lifelong; basic political outlooks
mature in response to events and experience, and
political learning does not stop at childhood’s end
(Conover and Searing, 1994). Indeed we can con-
trast the primacy model with an alternative recency
model. This is the idea that current information
carries more weight just because it is contemporary.
What we see on television today matters more than

A Political learning
high| e Political participation
low
Early Late Adolescence Young Middle Old age
childhood childhood adulthood age

Figure 6.4 Political learning and participation across the life cycle
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submerged childhood memories; in other words,
adult reality packs more punch than childhood
myths. In the eighteenth century, Montesquieu
(1748) observed that

we receive three educations: one from our
parents, another from our teachers, and a third
from the world. The third contradicts all the
first two teach us.

The recency approach undoubtedly carries some
plausibility. Adult experiences of such major
events as war or depression surely leave their mark,
helping to shape the political outlook of a genera-
tion. There can be no doubt, for example, that
September 11, 2001 coloured the approach of
American politicians to subsequent foreign policy
decisions, just as the scars of Vietnam discouraged
the previous generation of leaders from military
adventures. But crises such as 9/11 are exceptional.
Routine events come and go but most often they
are viewed through — rather than overriding —

established perspectives, notably those acquired
during childhood.

Islam and the West

To conclude our discussion, we examine the value
of political culture in understanding the relation-
ship between Islam and the West. Such a compar-
ison has acquired added significance since 9/11
but also possesses two further advantages. First, it
takes us beyond the state towards a more global
perspective. Second, the comparison raises the
topic of religion, a dimension of culture that we
have not so far addressed. To what extent, then,
should the current division between the Muslim
and the Western worlds be viewed as a conflict of
political cultures?

Huntington (1996) is the main proponent of the
proposition that the division between Islam and
the West is cultural or, to use his term, civiliza-
tional. Huntington’s view derives from a broader
analysis, published before September 11, 2001, in
which he suggests that cultures based on civiliza-
tions rather than countries will become the leading
source of conflict in the twenty-first century.

According to Huntington, the old base of inter-

national conflict between the communist Soviet
Union and the free market United States is
exhausted. But the end of the cold war, he sug-
gests, does not mean the end of cultural divisions.
Rather the focus will shift from a battle of ideolo-
gies to a clash of civilizations, an irreducible divi-
sion between the world’s major cultures, including
Islam and the West (Box 6.1). Since such group-
ings are supranational, Huntington (1996, p. 20)
implies that political culture has escaped its
national moorings to embrace wider but still com-
peting identities:

A civilization-based world order is emerging:
societies sharing cultural affinities cooperate
with each other; efforts to shift societies from
one civilization to another are unsuccessful; and
countries group themselves around the lead or
core states of their civilization.

Between the contradictory worldviews of these
civilizations, suggests Huntington, there is little
common ground or room for compromise. As
globalization proceeds, interaction and friction
will intensify, producing a high potential for con-
flict. He notes, for example, how cultural kinship
influences the choice of sides in recent wars: ‘in
the Yugoslav conflicts, Russia provided diplomatic
support to the Serbs not for reasons of
ideology or power politics or economic interest
but because of cultural kinship’® (1996, p. 28).
Huntington is also sceptical of pragmatic efforts to
switch civilizations, suggesting that the reason
Australia failed to reinvent itself as an Asian
country was simply that it’s not.

In discussing the specific relationship between
Islam and Christianity, Huntington draws on
these civilizational themes. The transnational char-
acter of civilizations is indeed exemplified by these
religions, each of which pre-dates the emergence
of states. Thus, in medieval Europe, Christendom
stood above kingdoms in the political hierarchy.
Similarly, contemporary Muslim countries form
an Islamic domain in which a shared religious
commitment transcends national divisions.

Although the origins of the conflict between
Islam and the West may lie in religion,
Huntington argues that the contemporary division
is cultural or civilizational rather than religious.
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BOX 6.1
The clash of civilizations?

Huntington defines civilizations as the broadest cul-
tural entities in the world; they are ‘cultures writ
large’ He divides the world into six or seven major
civilizations:

. Western

. Japanese
Islamic

Hindu

. Slavic-Orthodox
. Latin American

. (possibly) African

NouhswN =

Such divisions pose special problems for torn coun-
tries located on the fault-lines between civilizations.
Mexico (situated between the West and Latin
America) and Turkey (on the border between the
West and Islam) are examples of such split countries.

With the Islamic world falling ever further behind
the West in science, technology and wealth, it is
no longer the West’s Christian foundations, but
rather its secular character as exemplified by
American materialism, which has become the
target of Islamic criticism.

As would be expected for a civilizational divide,
differences in socialization underpin and perpet-
uate these cultural differences. Western education
is avowedly secular, allowing schooling to concen-
trate on scientific knowledge and technical
training. But in many Muslim countries, literal
instruction in the Koran (Islam’s holy text)
remains a major theme of education, ill-preparing
young people — male as well as female — for the
modern world.

The upshot is that Huntington (1996, p. 217)
portrays Islam and the West as civilizations locked
in permanent and seemingly unavoidable conflict:

The underlying problem of the West is Islam, a
different civilization whose people are convinced
of the superiority of their culture and are obsessed
with the inferiority of their power. The problem
for Islam is the West, a different civilization
whose people are convinced of the universality of
their culture and who believe that their superior,

if declining, power imposes on them the obliga-
tion to extend that culture throughout the world.

Although Huntington’s analysis is clear and
straightforward, its sweeping character also pro-
vides its weakness. Indeed, the widespread criti-
cism of his discussion helps to identify the limits
of political culture as a tool for political analysis.
Huntington’s work is pitched at an extremely
general level, showing insufficient sensitivity to
variations within civilizations. Just as Almond and
Verba underplayed subcultures within the coun-
tries they surveyed, so Huntington discounts vari-
ation within civilizations across space and time.

Stepan (2001, p. 234) is surely closer to the
mark when he interprets Islam as ‘multivocal’,
capable of varying its voice across place and time.
In similar fashion, Feldman (2000) describes Islam
as a ‘mobile idea’. Thus, both Turkey and Saudi
Arabia are Muslim countries but Turkey’s state is
secular and largely democratic whereas Saudi
Arabia is an authoritarian regime leading a society
dominated by a severe form of Islam. The reaction
to September 11 confirms Islam’s multivocal char-
acter: the hijackers undoubtedly drew on one anti-
Western dialect within Islam but most Muslims,
like most Christians, regarded the attacks as
morally unjustified (Saikal, 2003, p. 17).

So, like any other dimension of political culture,
such as America’s commitment to freedom or the
French idea of equality, Islam is a resource which
can be used and developed in innumerable ways
according to political circumstances to which
Huntington devotes insufficient attention. In
political analysis, we should avoid an ‘essentialist’
reading of Islam focused on its inherent character-
istics which assumes all believers speak with one
voice (Lane and Ersson, 2002, p. 158).

Over time, too, the nature of Islam, and its rela-
tionship with the West, has varied. The potential
for conflict with the West may be inherent but this
potential often remains latent. Saikal (2003, p. 24)
writes that ‘since the advent of Islam in the early
seventh century, relations between its domain and
the largely Christian West have been marked by
long periods of peaceful coexistence but also by
many instances of tension, hostility and mutual
recrimination’. As long as civilizations are con-
ceived as static, it is difficult to account for vari-



104 POLITICS AND SOCIETY

ability in the relationship between them.
Huntingtons expansive claim that the West’s
problem is ‘not Islamic fundamentalism but Islam’
does indeed involve a breathtaking dismissal of
entire centuries:

The causes of this ongoing pattern of conflict
[between Island and the West] lie not in transi-
tory phenomena such as twelfth century
Christian passion or twentieth century Muslim
fundamentalism. They flow from the nature of
the two religions and the civilizations based on
them.

(Huntington, 1996, p. 210)

Rather than regarding Muslim fundamentalism
as ‘a transitory phenomenon’, we should seek to
locate its emergence in the events of the twentieth
century, an approach which takes us away from
political culture towards more specific themes in
political history. Brzezinski’s list (2002, p. 18), for
instance, would probably be acceptable to many:

Arab political emotions have been shaped by the
region’s encounter with French and British colo-
nialism, by the defeat of the Arab effort to
prevent the existence of Israel and by the subse-
quent American support for Israel and its treat-
ment of the Palestinians, as well as by the direct
injection of American power into the region.

So political culture (or equivalent terms such as
civilization) can only take us so far. Culture identi-
fies the general climate but fails to offer specific
forecasts. As Roy (1994, p. viii) observes, ‘culture

is never directly explanatory and in fact conceals
all that is rupture and history: the importation of
new types of states, the birth of new social classes
and the advent of contemporary ideologies’. By
itself, terms such as ‘political culture’ and ‘civiliza-
tion’ are blanket explanations, offering wide cov-
erage but also obscuring the intricate detail
underneath.

Key reading

Next step: Pharr and Putnam (2000) is an
important comparative study of political culture in
established democracies, focusing on increasing dis-
satisfaction with the performance of government.

Norris (1999a) is a useful supplement to Pharr
and Putnam while Crothers and Lockhart (2002)
is a wide-ranging reader on the concept of political
culture. Almond and Verba (1963, 1980) remain a
useful starting point; see also Lane and Ersson
(2002). For social capital, see Putnam (1993);
Putnam (2002) is an interesting comparative
attempt to apply the concept beyond the United
States. The key source on postmaterialism is
Inglehart (1971, 1990, 1997). On political culture
in post-communist Europe, Pollack ez /. (2003) is
an extensive, survey-based collection. Haynes
(1998) is an accessible introduction to religion
and politics; Madeley (2003) is a comprehensive
reader on the topic. Huntington (1993, 1996) is
the main source on the clash of civilizations but
see also more grounded works such as Saikal

(2003) or even, perhaps, Lewis (2003).
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Society, and with it politics, is created, sustained
and modified through communication.
Without a continuous exchange of information,
attitudes and values, neither society nor politics
would be possible. As Williams (1962, p. 11)
writes, “What we call society is not only a network
of political and economic arrangements, but also a
process of learning and communication.” In
similar vein, Habermas (1978) suggests that
democracy can best be understood as a form of
communication in which citizens inform, educate
and become reconciled to each other in the
process of reaching collective agreements. For
Habermas, as for many others, democracy is a
form of political communication.

Because communication is central to politics,
the ability to control its content, style and flow is a
crucial if indirect source of power. The willingness
of people to listen to what their leader has to say is
perhaps the rulers most important resource.
Getting issues on to the agenda, and keeping them
there, is a necessary objective for any politician
seeking radical change. The additional ability to
frame issues — to determine how they are discussed
— adds further influence since, as Foucault (1977)
remarks, those who define situations thereby
control them.

The main business of politicians is communica-
tion; their task is to signal their agendas, policies
and strategies to other players of the political
game. Indeed, in public affairs words often speak
louder than actions. For example, statements by
Americas Federal Reserve Board and its chairman
Alan Greenspan seem to be at least as influential

in determining expectations of interest rates in the
money market as the Board’s decisions on what
the current rate should be (Beattie, 2003). The
signals are as important as the actions they fore-
shadow.

Even when politicians do act, their actions
convey meanings that transform their behaviour
into communication. When President Truman
authorized atom bombs to be dropped on
Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945 he was
also indicating to Japanese opponents his willing-
ness to continue using these new weapons of mass
destruction on civilian populations. The Japanese
got the message and quickly surrendered. In short,
political activity is invariably a form of communi-
cation and the analyst’s first task is always to inter-
pret (‘decode’) the message so that its underlying
themes (‘subtexts’) become apparent.

Once the message itself is understood, the tradi-
tional ‘transmission model” offers a useful guide to
research (Figure 7.1). This account interprets com-
munication as consisting of who says what to
whom, through which media and with what
effects. The model distinguishes five aspects to any
communication: a sender (who?), a message
(what?), a channel (how?), a receiver (to whom?),
and a presumed impact (with what effects?). For
example, a local party (the sender) might dis-
tribute a leaflet (the channel) advocating voting at
a forthcoming election (the message) to its own
supporters (the receivers), with the result that
turnout increases (impact).

This simple account is often criticized as one-
directional — that is, it fails to recognize that most
communication involves continuing interaction

Sender > Message > Channel > Receiver (> Impact

Figure 7.1 The transmission model of political
communication
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between the participants. The model also pays
limited attention to the multiple meanings embed-
ded in most political communication. Yet despite
these weaknesses the transmission model does
break down the process of communication into its
component parts. In this way, it assists research.

Development of the mass media

To understand contemporary trends in the com-
munications media, we must begin by placing the
mass media in a historical context. This task is a
political assignment since the expansion of mass
communication was intimately linked to the
growth of the state, especially in the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries. A history of politics must
also be, in part, a history of communication.

Two preliminary points should be made. First,
the impact of each new medium, from writing
through printing to television, has generated more
controversy than consensus. The impossibility of
isolating pure media effects means there is more
sense in asking in what ways, rather than to what
extent, specific media have altered politics.

Second, we must beware of technological deter-
minism. Technical advances are rarely the sole
explanation of innovations in communication.
Typically, new media have emerged in response to
a recognized social need. For instance, the tele-
graph, the telephone and the internet were each
consciously developed to improve communication
across distance. If communication technologies
have transformed the social and political world, it
is because society has been in search of change
(Williams, 1989).

Table 7.1 outlines the major developments in
the history of the media. The first innovation
shown there, namely writing, was the most impor-
tant of all. Ong (1982) argues that the invention
of writing in the early civilizations of the Near
East in the fifth millennium before Christ changed
everything. He suggests that ‘by separating the
knower from the known’, writing permitted the
development of abstract concepts, objectivity and
the accumulation of detailed knowledge.

Certainly, the long-term political impact of
writing has been profound. It permitted the
record-keeping which is a foundation of the

modern state; without writing, states could not
have penetrated society to the extent that they did.
Writing also made possible the transmission of
both information and values over large distances,
as with the spread of Christianity through monas-
teries and church schools in early Europe (Mann,
1986, p. 335).

However, the bridge to the era of modern com-
munication was provided not by writing itself but
rather by Gutenberg’s fifteenth-century invention
of printing to paper using movable type. This
innovation enabled written knowledge to reach a
wider market.

Yet it was not so much the invention of writing
and printing, but rather the later extension of lit-
eracy to the wider population, which marked off
the current era of both communication and states.
Mass literacy in a common language was central to
the successful development of contemporary
states, facilitating administration of large areas and
encouraging the development of a shared national
identity. By the end of the eighteenth century,
‘signing literacy’ had reached about 80 per cent in
innovative Sweden. Other European countries,
and New England, achieved mass literacy in the
nineteenth century, following the introduction of
compulsory primary education. Mass literacy was
a function, an achievement and an affirmation of
the modern state, just as it remains an aspiration
for many countries in the developing world today.

In particular, widespread literacy in a shared
language made possible the popularization of
newspapers, the key development in political com-
munication during the nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries. Originally, newspapers had been
small-circulation party journals containing lengthy
editorials and dreary reports of politicians
speeches (Dooley and Baron, 2001). But advances
in printing (e.g. the steam press) and distribution
(e.g. the railway) opened up the prospect of pop-
ulist and profitable papers funded by advertising.
By growing away from their party roots, papers
became not just more popular but also, paradoxi-
cally, more central to politics.

In compact countries with national distribution,
such as Britain and Japan, newspapers built enor-
mous circulations which largely continue to this
day. Newspaper owners became powerful political
figures. In interwar Britain, for example, four
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Table 7.1 The development of communication media

Date

Development

Fifth millennium Bc

About 750 BC

1450 AD

Nineteenth century

Later nineteenth century and
early twentieth century

1930s

19505-1960s

1970s-1980s

1990s

2000s

Writing systems develop in the earliest urban civilizations of the Near East,
notably Phoenicia.

The first modern alphabet, based on sounds rather than symbols, emerges in
Greece.

In Mainz, Johannes Gutenberg invents printing with movable metal type. Book
production is aided by new techniques for the mass manufacture of paper.

Compulsory primary education introduced, and mass literacy achieved, in
Western states.

The telegraph - a way of sending information across wires using electric
signals — permits international dissemination of news, decisions and instruc-
tions (e.g. by the British empire to its colonies).

Popular newspapers emerge, often with mass circulation. New railway networks
allow national distribution.

Radio’s golden age. For the first time, politicians broadcast directly into electors’
homes.

Television becomes the most popular,and usually the most trusted medium in
Western countries. Election campaigns are soon fought on, and not just
reported by, television. Entertainment programmes from the USA are widely
exported, contributing to the diffusion of American values.

The television audience begins to fragment, with an increase in the number and
commercialization of channels; distribution by cable and satellite; and wide-
spread use of video.

Internet access reaches more affluent and educated groups in Western
societies, representing a further opening of international communication.
Emergence of mobile telephony.

The internet reaches the mass population in Western societies. Broadband
facilitates distribution of streaming media such as television, films, radio and
telephone. Mobile telephony becomes standard in the West but China becomes
the world’s largest single market for mobile phones.

newspaper barons — Lords Beaverbrook, Rother-
mere, Camrose and Kemsley — owned newspapers
with a total circulation of over 13 million,
amounting to one in every two daily papers sold.
The press barons were committed to the circula-
tion of their papers more than to the parties they
supported; under competitive pressure, they
reduced the political coverage in their publica-
tions. But they were also willing to use their
organs to advocate favoured and often idiosyn-
cratic causes, such as Rothermere’s Anti-Waste

Campaign. Stanley Baldwin, a prime minister of
the time, described these papers as

engines of propaganda for the constantly
changing policies, desires, personal wishes and
personal desires of [their owners] . . . What the
proprietorships of these papers is aiming at is
power and power without responsibility — the
prerogative of the harlot throughout the ages.
[Curran and Seaton, 2003, p.64]
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For better or worse, control over the means of
mass communication had become, as it remains, a
major political resource.

Definition

Mass media refers to methods of communica-
tion that can reach a large and potentially unlim-
ited number of people simultaneously. Television
and newspapers are the most important exam-
ples; others are posters, radio, books, magazines
and cinema. An email to a friend is personal, not
mass, communication, but sending a message to
all members of an email list is mass communica-
tion.

Although newspapers remain important chan-
nels of political communication, in the twentieth
century their role was of course supplanted by a
new dominant medium: broadcasting. Cinema
newsreels, radio and then television enabled com-
munication with the mass public to take place in a
new form: spoken rather than written, personal
rather than abstract and, on occasion, live rather
than reported. Oral communication reasserted
itself, though now in a form which could escape
the confines of the small group.

Significantly, the two major ideologies founded
in the twentieth century — communism and
fascism — consciously sought to mobilize popular
support through exploiting broadcasting. In these
brave new worlds of total and totally controlled
communication, mass media would be used to
create people with the knowledge and attitudes
specified by the political elite. Such visions proved
to be fanciful but the broadcast media, like news-
papers earlier, did serve as agents of national inte-
gration. In most countries, a small number of
national channels initially dominated the airwaves,
providing a shared experience for a dispersed pop-
ulation of everything from national events to
popular entertainment.

The political impact of broadcasting was imme-
diate. Politicians had to acquire new communica-
tions techniques. A public speech to a live audience
encouraged expansive words and dramatic gestures
but a quieter tone was needed for transmission
direct to the living room. The task was to converse
with the unseen listener and viewer rather than to
deliver a speech to a visible audience gathered

together in one place. The art was to talk to the
millions as though they were individuals.

President Franklin Roosevelt’s ‘fireside chats’,
broadcast live by radio to the American population
in the 1930s, exemplified this new, informal
approach. The impact of Roosevelts somewhat
folksy idiom was undeniable. He talked not so
much to the citizens but as a citizen and was
rewarded with his country’s trust. In this way,
broadcasting transformed not just the reach but also
the tone of political communication (Barber, 1992).

The media: contemporary trends

In the first decade of the twenty-first century, the
three major trends in communications are com-
mercialization, fragmentation and globalization
(Box 7.1). The combined political effect of these
developments is to reduce national political
control over broadcasting, permitting consumers
either to choose their own political programming
or increasingly to escape from politics altogether.
If the mass media performed a nation-building
function in the twentieth century, their emerging
impact in the new century is to splinter the tradi-
tional national audience, fragmenting the shared
experience induced by twentieth-century broad-
casting and perhaps contributing thereby to
declining political participation.

BOX 7.1
Contemporary trends in mass
communication

Trend Definition

Commercialization  The decline of public broadcasting

and the rise of for-profit media

Fragmentation The increased range of channels
and an enhanced ability to
consume programmes on demand

(e.g.videos)

Globalization Improved access to overseas
events and media in the global

village
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Commercialization

Communication is increasingly treated as the
important business it has become. The American
Federal Communications Commission estimates
that worldwide revenues from the mass media
exceeded $1 trillion per year by the start of the
1990s; the figure rises each year (Tracey, 1998, p.
8). Commercialization also allows new media
moguls, such as Rupert Murdoch, to build
transnational broadcasting networks, achieving on
a global scale the prominence which the news-
paper barons of the nineteenth century had
acquired at national level.

In the Americas, Canada excepted, broadcasting
had always been commercially led but in Western
Europe commercialization has been a disputed
political development. The first television stations
in Europe had been national and publicly owned.
The British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) was
a notable example. Such stations were controlled
by public supervisory boards; were funded by a
special licence fee; and adopted a public service
ethos which aimed to educate and inform, rather
than merely to entertain. However in the 1970s
and 1980s new commercial channels were intro-
duced and advertising was added to many public
stations (though not to the BBC’s main channels).

These developments threatened previously cosy
links between parties and broadcasters and repre-
sented a shift to conceiving the viewer in less
political terms, as a consumer rather than a
citizen. In this increasingly commercial environ-
ment, Tracey (1998) claims that public service
broadcasting has become nothing more than ‘a
corpse on leave from its grave’. Even the BBC has
become more commercial, establishing numerous
specialist channels and creating one of the world’s
most successful websites.

In Rich Media, Poor Democracies, McChesney
(1999) argues that commercialization shrinks the
public space in which political issues are discussed.
Channels in search of profit will devote little time
to serious politics. What coverage there is will be
infotainment — information as entertainment.
Profit-seeking media have no incentive to supply
public goods such as an informed citizenry and a
high electoral turnout, traditional concerns of
public media. For those who view democracy as a

form of collective debate, engaging most of the
citizenry in matters of common concern, media
commercialization is a challenge indeed.

Against which, commercial broadcasters can
reply that it is preferable to reach a mass audience
with limited but stimulating political coverage
than it is to offer extensive but dull political pro-
gramming which, in reality, only reaches the small
minority who are already strongly interested in
public affairs (Norris, 2000).

Fragmentation

Consumers are increasingly able to watch, listen to
and read what they want, rather than what they are
given. Long gone are the days when American
viewers were restricted to the three large networks
(ABC, CBS and NBC) and when British viewers
could choose only between the public BBC and the
commercial ITV. Distribution of programmes by
cable and satellite allows viewers to receive a greater
range of content, local and overseas as well as
national. The advent of video recorders in the
1980s introduced another distribution channel: the
local video store. The internet allows interested citi-

Table 7.2 Countries in which a majority of people
use the internet, 2002/03

Internet penetration  Countries

70% or higher Sweden (76%)

60-69% Hong Kong (67%), Australia
(64%), Netherlands (64%),
USA (63%), Denmark (60%)

50-59% Switzerland (59%), UK (58%),

South Korea (56%), Singapore
(55%), New Zealand (55%),
Germany (54%), Canada
(53%), Finland (519%), Norway
(51%)

Note: The ten countries with the most internet users are, in order,
USA, China, Japan, Germany, UK, South Korea, France, Italy, Canada
and India.

Source: Data from Internetworldstats at http://www.internetworld-
stats.com.
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zens to access newspapers, radio and television from
anywhere in the world (Table 7.2). Unlicensed
pirate stations further complicate the picture (Soley,
1998), as does the emergence of mobile telephones
and email as channels of communication. The
combined result of these developments is a more
splintered audience. During the 1990s, for
instance, the audience share of the big three
American television networks dropped by a third.

The political implications of this shift from
broadcasting to narrowcasting are substantial. The
media cease to be agents of national integration.
Instead, they function to bring together groups
with narrow interests, both within and across
countries. Freedom of speech — including the
freedom to express racist and sexist views —
emerges by default, due to the practical impossi-
bility of regulating the babble of sounds emerging
from diverse media and often delivered over the
internet. Governments and politicians encounter
more difficulty in reaching a mass audience when
the audience can defend itself through remote
controls and sophisticated video recorders. The
electorate becomes harder to reach, forcing polit-
ical parties to adopt a greater range and sophistica-
tion of marketing strategies, including the use of
personalized techniques such as direct mail.

In this more fragmented environment, politi-
cians will have to communicate in a manner, and
at a time, of the voters’ choosing. They will have
to continue their migration from television news
to higher-rated talk -shows. The sound-bite, never
unimportant, will become even more vital as
politicians learn to articulate their agenda in a 30-
second commercial. In short, just as the balance
within the media industry has shifted from public
service to private profit, so the emphasis within
political communication will move from parties to
voters. Politicians rode the emergence of broad-
casting with considerable success in the twentieth
century but they are finding the going tougher in
the new millennium.

Globalization

In the global village, the world has been com-
pressed into a television screen. In 1776 the
English reaction to the American Declaration of
Independence took 50 days to filter back to the

United States. In 1950 the British response to the
outbreak of the Korean War was broadcast in
America in 24 hours. In 2003 British and
American viewers watched broadcasts of the Iraq
War at the same time. We now take for granted
the almost immediate transmission of newsworthy
events around the world.

Further, access to mass media is no longer a pre-
serve of the developed world. Around half of the
population in developing countries now have
access to television; there are already more sets in
China than in the USA. Even in poor areas of
Indian cities, entrepreneurial ‘cable wallahs’ have
put a single satellite dish on to a roof and then
illicitly strung wires round the neighbourhood,
charging affordable fees to local residents. Where
TV ownership remains low, as in Africa, many vil-
lages possess a shared radio (Thomas, 2003). The
ability to receive, if not transmit, information is
becoming global at a faster rate than is the case for
many other goods and services.

Even wars have become, in part, battles of com-
munication. During the conflict in Kosovo in
1999, television stations worldwide were supplied
by NATO with video footage of high-tech
weapons hitting specified objectives. At the same
time, Serbia offered pictures of civilians ‘taken out’
by missiles destroying wrong targets. In the Iraq
war of 2003, reporters were embedded in the
coalition’s military units, distributing live and
occasionally ~ dramatic  coverage to viewers
throughout the world (Iraq excepted).

The prime impact of the global village has been
to encourage more open and informed societies. It
is now harder than ever for governments to isolate
their populations from international develop-
ments. Even communist states found it difficult to
jam foreign radio broadcasts aimed at their people.
Discussing the collapse of communist states,
Eberle (1990, pp. 194-5) claimed that ‘the
changes in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union
were as much the triumph of communication as
the failure of communism’.

Recent technological developments also facilitate
underground opposition to authoritarian regimes.
A small group with a fax machine and internet
access now has the potential to draw the world’s
attention to political abuses, providing source
material for alert journalists. Burmas military
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DEBATE

THE POLITICAL SIGNIFICANCE OF THE INTERNET

By the twenty-first century, the internet had become
one of the most talked-about communications chan-
nels, not just because of its explosive growth but also
because it permits the dissemination of any kind of
data:images, music, speech, text and video. But what
will be the long-term significance of the internet for
politics?

The case for

The internet has spread more rapidly than previous
innovations such as radio and television (Table 7.3)
Already, internet access has become routine in the
developed world, at least among the young and
better-educated. By 2002/03, a majority of the
population in 15 countries had used the internet
(Table 7.2).

The internet goes further than any previous medium
in overcoming distance, paying scant regard to
national boundaries. During the war in Kosovo in
1999, for instance, it was as easy for users to access the
views of the Yugoslav, American or British govern-
ments — or of all three.Thus the web weakens the
hold of states over their populations and fragments
political communication, allowing specialized com-
munities to exchange information and ideas in a
manner which overwhelms national boundaries.

State censorship will become impractical; national
libel laws carry little sway on the internet frontier.If a
government wants its economy to benefit from
global e-commerce, it must pay the political price of
allowing its citizens access to the net. Governments
may be unable to tax e-commerce on electronic ser-
vices offered across borders; the internet will bring
about the final triumph of business over politics.
And the regulation of the internet itself will remain
in the hands of technical committees rather than
states, a leading case of governance without
governments.

The case against

The long-term political impact of the internet is exag-
gerated. Users can surf the world, but how many
Americans, in particular, will do so, given the predomi-
nance of American sites? In any case the sites
receiving most hits are those from governments, cor-

porations and institutions which are already best-
known. In that sense, the internet is a secondary or
reinforcing medium.

Nor can a computer network overcome differences of
language; secondary nets for languages other than
English are recreating rather than bypassing linguistic
divisions. And for all the talk of electronic democracy,
official referendums by internet are nowhere to be
found. Note, too, that in the past, newspapers, radio
and television all improved coverage of far-off affairs
but none succeeded in displacing the state; why
should the technical act of linking computers
together be any different?

Table 7.3 Time taken for new media to reach
50 million households in the USA

Medium Years
Radio 38
Television 13
Cable 10
Internet 5%

*estimate for 1995-2000.

Source: Data from Financial Times, 28 July 2000, citing Morgan
Stanley Dean Witter.

Assessment

Firm judgements are premature.The lesson of pre-
vious innovations is that projections of their impact
proved to be wildly inaccurate. Some people thought
radio would change the world; others said the tele-
phone would never catch on.But two points are clear.
First, technology does not determine content.The
messages which travel round the internet will reflect
forces beyond the net itself. Second, access to the
internet requires a telecommunications infrastructure
which barely exists in many developing countries. At
the end of the twentieth century, most people in the
world had never made a telephone call, let alone
surfed the net, and wireless telephony offered the
most immediate prospect for improving interactive
communication in developing countries.

Further reading: Hall and Biersteker (2002), Norris (1999b),
Sunstein (2001).
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rulers, China’s communist government and Saudi
Arabia’s ruling families have all suffered from over-
seas groups in this way.

Internet communication also allows extremist
organizations to communicate beyond national
boundaries. Groups seeking suicide bombers can
ask for volunteers from across the world. Also, odd
links emerge between remarkably disparate
groups: for instance, Western anti-Semites and
Islamic fundamentalists opposed to Israel. In the
era of the internet, neither dictatorial nor democ-
ratic governments can control global information
flows.

The media in established democracies

The media possess a natural vitality in consoli-
dated democracies, where freedom of expression is
legally protected. In this section, we examine the
political game played between journalists and
politicians in established democracies. We then
discuss the distinct character of the two main
media, television and newspapers, before turning
to the vexed question of the media’s impact on
voting behaviour.

The media game

The relationship between politicians and journal-
ists is increasingly central to the character of elite
politics in modern, communication-rich democra-
cies. Recognizing the influence of the media, gov-
ernments and parties make enormous efforts to
influence coverage. Governing parties, in partic-
ular, devote considerable attention to informing,
cultivating and seeking to manipulate the journal-
ists whose reports achieve national coverage. The
humble government press office, now populated
by highly paid spin doctors, has never been more
important.

Consider the media game played between gov-
ernment (say, a White House spokesperson) and
journalists (say, a White House correspondent).
This contest is classically political, mixing shared
and competing objectives. The government needs
coverage and the media must fill its space, creating
a shared interest in news. But the government
seeks favourable coverage while journalists are after

a big story, objectives that are rarely consistent
since, as every reporter knows, good news rarely
makes the headlines. The game is further compli-
cated by competition among journalists them-
selves, giving the administration leverage it can
exploit by placing stories with compliant corre-
spondents.

But as with so many political relationships, the
game of government—media relations is repeated
each day, allowing long-term norms of acceptable
behaviour to develop. A spokesperson who gives
out misleading information, or no information at
all on a significant topic, will lose credibility. So
briefers accept that over the long run it pays to be
accurate and even-handed in distributing informa-
tion; the facts must be correct if rarely complete.
Equally, competition among journalists reduces as
they learn to hunt as a pack. Correspondents
know that their key task is to avoid missing the
story that everyone else has. Obtaining exclusives
is an optional extra.

Thus, in practice, stable routines develop which
reduce the game of government—media relations to
a few well-understood ground rules. The outcome
is not so much collusion as contained competi-
tion; sometimes, not even that. Feeding off each
other, journalists and politicians find themselves
locked in a permanent if occasionally uncomfort-
able embrace.

Definition

Spin doctor is a critical term applied to public
relations experts working for politicians. The spin
doctor’s job is to encourage favourable media
coverage for a party or its leader.The term
derives from the spins applied by baseball
pitchers and was first applied to politics in 1977
by the novelist Saul Bellow. Although the phrase
itself is new, public relations has always been
important in politics. Nor should we overesti-
mate the impact of spin.Indeed, public relations
can become counterproductive when it
becomes its own story, a problem which afflicted
Tony Blair’s Labour government in Britain (Bayley,
1998).

Of course, the government invariably has a head
start over opposition parties in media presenta-
tion. Statements by presidents and prime ministers
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are always more newsworthy than those made by
their political opponents. Journalists have no
option but to cover a prime ministerial press
release, even if they are fully aware of the party-
political motives underlying its timing. Many a
prime minister has arranged a prestigious overseas
trip in the run-up to an election, keen to exploit
the domestic impact of a handshake with the
American president. Coverage of opposition

parties is inevitably a lower priority for the media
(Rudd and Hayward, 2001).

Television and newspapers

In nearly all established democracies, television has
become the preeminent mass medium. Television
is a visual, credible and easily digested format
which reaches almost every household, providing
the main source of political information. In elec-
tion campaigns, for instance, the television studio
has become the main site of battle. The party glad-
iators participate through appearing on interviews,
debates and talk shows; merely appearing on tele-
vision confirms some status and recognition on
candidates. Ordinary voters consume the election,
if at all, through watching television. Local party
activists, once the assault troops of the campaign,
have become mere skirmishers. In short, television
has ceased to cover the campaign, it has become
the campaign.

Of course, the political significance of television
goes far beyond elections. Much larger, if still
declining, numbers watch the evening newscasts

BOX 7.2
Some tests used by journalists to
determine newsworthiness

» Will the story have a strong impact on our audi-
ence?

» Does the story involve violence? (‘if it bleeds, it
leads’)

» Is the story current and novel?

» Does the story involve well-known people?

» Is the story relevant to our audience?

Source: Adapted from Graber (1997), pp. 106-8, based on studies in
the USA.

and it is here, in deciding what to cover and what
to leave out, that television exerts most influence
(Box 7.2). Through their assumptions about news-
worthiness, editors resolve their daily dilemma of
reducing a day’s worth of world events to less than
30 minutes on the evening news.

Because news programmes focus on the excep-
tional, their content is invariably an unrepresenta-
tive sample of events. For example, policy fiascos
receive more attention than policy successes.
Similarly, corruption is a story but integrity is not.
Necessarily, television is a distorting mirror on the
world. The more compressed news coverage
becomes, the less accurate the TV lens must be.

Despite the primacy of television, it would be
wrong to discount the political significance of the
second mass medium, newspapers. Even today,
quality newspapers possess an authority springing
from their longevity. More important, perhaps,
the press remain free of the tight regulation still
applied to national broadcasters. In nearly all
democracies, newspapers are freer with comment
than is television. In an age when broadcasters
dominate the provision of instant news, the more
relaxed daily schedule of the press allows print
columnists to offer interpretation and evaluation.

Television tells us what happened; at their best,
newspapers can place events in context. Broadcast
news can only cover one story at a time whereas
newspapers can be scanned for items of interest
and can be read at the user’s convenience.
Newspapers offer a luxury which television can
rarely afford: space for reflection. For such reasons,
quality newspapers remain the trade press of poli-
tics, read avidly by politicians themselves.

In many if not all democracies, newspaper circu-
lations remain large. In Japan, Britain and
Scandinavia, most adults still read a daily news-
paper. In Japan, unusually, the public still relies
more on the national press than on television for
its information and some studies there indicate
that Japanese newspapers exert more influence
over the electorate’s agenda (Feldman, 1993, p.
24).

In Britain and Scandinavia, newspapers retain at
least some loyalties to the parties from which they
originally emerged. When a national British paper
switches its party support, as the best-selling Sun
did to Labour in 1997, the shift commands atten-
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tion elsewhere in the media, illustrating how
newspapers remain significant political players in
their own right.

Furthermore, newspapers also influence televi-
sion’s agenda: a story appearing on TV’s evening
news often begins life in the morning paper. And
when an elector sees a story covered both on tele-
vision and in the press, the combined impact
exceeds that of either medium considered alone.
In countries with a lively press tradition, newspa-
pers retain a political significance greatly in excess
of their circulation.

Reinforcement, agenda-setting and
framing

What is the media’s impact on those exposed to it?
By virtue of its general nature, this question
remains without an agreed answer. Even so, it is
worthwhile examining how scholars have thought
about media effects and the mechanisms through
which such effects are achieved.

In the 1950s, before television became preemi-
nent, the reinforcement thesis held sway (Klapper,
1960). The argument here was that party loyalties
were transmitted through the family and that,
once developed, such identities acted as a political

sunscreen protecting people from the harmful
effects of propaganda (Box 7.3). People saw what
they wanted to see and remembered what they
wanted to recall. In Britain, for example, many
Labour supporters read left-wing papers while
most Conservatives bought a paper close to their
own outlook. Given such self-selection, the most
the press could do was to reinforce their readers’
existing dispositions.

The reinforcement theory proved its value half a
century ago and even today many studies of media
impact find only limited effects (Gavin and
Sanders, 2003). Even so, reinforcement is surely too
limited as an account of media effects today. Party
loyalties are now weaker, and television more perva-
sive, than in the 1950s. For this reason, the agenda-
setting view of media impact has gained ground.

The agenda-setting perspective contends that
the media (and television in particular) influence
what we think about, though not necessarily what
we think. The media write certain items on to the
agenda and by implication they keep other issues
out of the public’s gaze. As Lazarsfeld and Merton
(1948) put the point, ‘to the extent that the mass
media have influenced their audiences, it has
stemmed not only from what is said but more sig-
nificantly from what is not said’.

BOX 7.3

Media effects: reinforcement, agenda-setting and framing

recall)

The media influence
what we think and
talk about

Agenda-setting

How an event is
narrated as a
coherent story
highlights particular
features of it

Framing

Concept Definition Comment

Reinforcement The media People read newspapers which support their existing outlook
strengthen existing (selective exposure).In addition, people interpret information to
opinions render it consistent with their opinions (selective interpretation)

and forget information that runs counter to their beliefs (selective

The compressed nature of television news means its coverage is
highly selective.Reported events are widely discussed by the public
but non-reported events lose all visibility

A frame focuses on particular aspects of a problem, its origins,
remedies and evaluation. It encourages viewers and readers to
portray the topic in a similar way
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In an election campaign, for example, television
directs our attention to the candidates and to the
race for victory; by contrast, the issues are often of
secondary concern. Walter Lippman’s (1922) view
of the press is applicable to the media generally: ‘it
is like a beam of a searchlight that moves restlessly
about, bringing one episode and then another out
of the darkness and into vision’.

The frame of a story — the way in which reports
construct a coherent narrative about the events —
can also make a difference, especially when
repeated. Are immigrants presented as a stimulus
to the economy or as a threat to society? Is a war
portrayed critically (Vietnam in its later stages) or
positively (Iraq in the invasion phase)? Is a con-
victed criminal confronting the death penalty
facing his just deserts or cruel and unusual punish-
ment? As the concept of a ‘story’ suggests, the
journalist must translate the event covered into an
organized narrative which connects with the
viewer or reader (Entman, 1993).

So the journalist’s words, as much as the camera
operator’s images, help to frame the story, pro-
viding a narrative which encourages a particular
reaction from the viewer. In turn, the frame may
exert a priming effect, encouraging the viewer to
articulate opinions which might otherwise have
gone unexpressed (Norris ez al., 2003).

The media in new democracies

An assessment of the position of the media in new
democracies depends heavily on the point of com-
parison. When we draw a contrast with the pre-
ceding regime, media independence seems to be a
hallmark of the new order. As communist and
military rulers depart, so censorship gives way to a
multitude of new publications, peddling every-
thing from news to pornography. Old people are
bemused, just as the young are amused, but
everyone can see that the climate has changed.
Indeed, an increasing spirit of media adventure is
one of the first cracks to appear in pre-democratic
structures; journalists are quick to sense their
opportunity when authoritarian rule begins to
crumble.

Yet even after several years in a new democracy,
the position of the media usually remains weaker

than in established democracies. Judged by the
standards of most consolidated democracies,
media autonomy remains limited. Governing
parties continue to exert influence over broad-
casting media while political entrepreneurs use
ownership of newspapers to maximize their influ-
ence. Far from becoming the fourth estate, the
media in many new democracies are pawns in a
political game played above their heads.

Russia is an example of a post-communist semi-
democracy where pressures on the media, from
powerful business people as well as politicians,
remain intense. This influence derives precisely
from the centrality of television to political com-
munication in Russia. As in many poor countries,
broadcasting is the main way of reaching a large,
dispersed and impoverished population for whom
free television has more appeal than paid-for
papers. The television audience in Russia for
nightly news programmes is substantial indeed,
matching that in the United States for the Super
Bowl (Zassoursky, 2002).

For good reason, then, Moscow’s power-holders
compete intensely for control of a pluralistic, but
far from independent, television system. In this
ruthless game, politicians in government still hold
the upper hand. Over 100 laws refer to the mass
media, giving rulers legal scope to close down any
particular channel they deem to be unfriendly.
And the public television stations — ORT and
RTR — still experience direct political interference.

But in contrast to the communist period, the
Russian government no longer monopolizes the
media. Politicians on the make will seek to acquire
their own newspapers and broadcast channels and
then to exploit them in building their political
base. The leading Russian banks also own many
private television stations, which dutifully propa-
gate their masters’ interests.

In such a context, self-censorship — the voice in
the editor’s head which asks ‘am I taking a risk in
publishing this story?” — remains rife. The Russian
experience demonstrates that lack of direct govern-
ment control does not guarantee freedom for the
media; indeed, Russia comes close to the bottom
in expert rankings of press freedom (Table 7.4).

Vladimir Putin’s success in the presidential elec-
tion of 2000 owed much to his control of public
television, whose news broadcasts in the final days
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Table 7.4 Countries ranked by press freedom,
2001/02

Top 13:

1= Finland, Iceland, Netherlands, Norway
5 Canada

6 Ireland

7= Denmark, Germany, Portugal, Sweden
11 France
12=Australia, Belgium

Selected others:

17 USA

21 UK

26 Japan

39 South Korea
54 Brazil

76 Mexico

99 Turkey

121 Russia

125 Saudi Arabia
138 China

Note: Based on a survey of 139 countries using national experts.
The criteria of press freedom include a supportive legal environ-
ment, no attacks on journalists and media organizations,and the
possibility of redress when such assaults occur. The USA is ranked
only 17th mainly because journalists who refuse to reveal their
sources can be prosecuted.

Source: Data from Reporters without Borders at http://www.rsf.fr.

of the campaign portrayed his opponents as sym-
pathetic to gays and Jews. However, even the pres-
ident was unable to suppress the surge of media
criticism that followed an explosion abroad a
Russian submarine, with the loss of all 118 lives
on board, a few months later. While Putin’s elec-
tion demonstrates beyond doubt that the Russian
media are subject to political influence that can
alter election outcomes, the Kursk disaster showed
that such control is markedly less complete than in
the communist period.

In post-communist Europe, journalistic stan-
dards remain low, reflecting decades in which
reporters appointed by the communist party just
reproduced party platitudes. Easy editorializing still
takes priority over the hard graft of news-gathering.
There is little tradition of media scrutiny of rulers
to carry over from the pre-communist era. In some

countries, media freedom amounts to little more
than an opportunity for journalists to bribe public
figures. In impoverished Romania, for instance,
newspapers threaten unfavourable coverage of
politicians unless they are paid hush money.

Entrenching the freedom of the media to investi-
gate and criticize public conduct is inevitably a
gradual affair in new democracies, requiring gov-
ernment restraint, media professionalism and inde-
pendent courts. Despite a rhetorical commitment
to free speech, the impulse of many leaders is still
to manipulate and even control (Milton, 2000).

Public opinion

Especially in democracies, politics is a battle for
influence over the important but imprecise terrain
of public opinion. Governments, parties and
interest groups jostle to influence public opinion,
seeking to persuade the public to adopt their
agenda, their frame of reference and their policy
preferences. Yet the notion of public opinion itself
remains somewhat opaque. One approach is
highly pragmatic: public opinion is simply what
the public thinks about a given issue, nothing
more and nothing less. This down-to-earth view
was reflected in the definition offered by Sir
Robert Peel, twice prime minister of Britain in the
nineteenth century. He referred to public opinion
as ‘that great compound of folly, weakness, preju-
dice, wrong feeling, right feeling, obstinacy and
newspaper paragraphs’ (Green, 1994, p. 213).

A second view of public opinion is more ambi-
tious, linking the idea of a ‘public’ to the views of
an informed community which shares basic polit-
ical principles. Lippman (1922) illustrates this
more refined approach. He writes that ‘a body of
men are politically capable of public opinion only
so far as they are agreed upon the ends and aims of
government and upon the principles by which
those ends shall be attained’. Here public opinion
is interpreted as the considered will of a cohesive
group. This perspective derives from the model of
a self-governing republic and treats public opinion
as far more than an opinion poll finding. Rather,
public opinion acquires moral weight and any
minorities within the wider community should
normally accept the public’s verdict.
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Definition

Public opinion can simply refer to (1) ‘the range
of views on some controversial issue held by
some significant portion of the population’
(Qualter, 1991). More ambitiously, the term can
denote (2) the informed judgement of a commu-
nity on an issue of common concern, where that
judgement is formed in the context of shared
political goals.

In democracies, public opinion extends to virtu-
ally the entire adult population. Nearly all adults
can vote, their views are represented in frequent
opinion polls and politicians facing reelection have
an incentive to study the findings. Even in democ-
racies, however, a minority underclass exists which
rarely votes, lives in no-go areas for pollsters and
does not follow politics at all. In authoritarian
regimes, of course, national politics engages far
fewer people and public opinion shrinks.

Given that public opinion is an important
element of democratic politics, how exactly does it
exert its influence? In a sense public opinion per-
vades all policy-making. It forms the environment
within which politicians work. Thus public
opinion sits in on many government meetings even
though it is never minuted as a member. In such
discussions public opinion usually performs one of
two roles, acting either as a prompt or as a veto.
‘Public opinion demands we do something about
traffic congestion’ is an example of the former;
‘public opinion would never accept restrictions on
car use illustrates the latter. So as Qualter (1991,
p. 511) writes, ‘while public opinion does not
govern, it may set limits on what governments do’.

Yet public opinion is never all-powerful, even in
liberal democracies. Four factors limit its influ-
ence:

» The impact of public opinion declines as issues
become more detailed. Voters are concerned
with goals rather than means; with objectives
rather than policies. “What policies politicians
follow is their business; what they accomplish is
the voters business’ (Fiorina, 1981). A few
important objectives preoccupy the public but
most policies are routine and uncontroversial.
In detailed policy-making, expert and organized

opinion matters more than public opinion.

» The public is often ill-informed, and this, too,
limits its impact. Most Americans, for example,
are unable to name their members of Congress.
Similar findings from other democracies
confirm the ignorance of large sections of the
public, especially on remote issues involving
foreign policy. Limited knowledge is another
reason why public opinion functions more
often, and more appropriately, as an agenda-
setter than as a policy-maker.

» DPublic opinion can evade trade-offs but govern-
ments cannot (though they sometimes try). The
public may want both lower taxes and increased
public spending but rulers must make a choice.
Further, the risks associated with a policy are
poorly assessed by the public but require close
attention from decision-makers (Weissberg,
2002).

» Doliticians respond to their perceptions of
public opinion but these interpretations can be
inaccurate, derived as they are from the dis-
torting lens of interest groups and the selective
telescope of the media. Politicians typically
respond to mobilized opinion rather than to
public opinion (Herbst, 1998).

So even in the most democratic of countries,
government by public opinion remains a distant
dream or nightmare. Even so, the idea of public
opinion has gained further currency as opinion
polls, citizen juries and focus groups have devel-
oped to study it. Indeed there are few areas in poli-
tics where a concept is so closely linked to how it is
measured. In modern democracies, public opinion
is both measured by, and partly composed of,
reports of investigations into its content (Box 7.4).

Consider opinion polls, and sample surveys, the
most accurate method of identifying what people
profess. Although the public itself remains res-
olutely sceptical of samples, their accuracy is now
well-attested, at least in predicting election out-
comes. In the United States, the average error in
predicting the major parties’ share of the vote at
postwar national elections has been around 1.5 per
cent. This accuracy is impressive even if not always
sufficient for the television networks to pick the
right winner on election night. Precision is similar
in other democracies. Counter-intuitive it may be,
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BOX 7.4
Measuring public opinion

» An opinion poll is a series of questions asked in a
standard way of a systematic sample of the popu-
lation.The term usually refers to short surveys on
topical issues for the media. Polls are usually con-
ducted face to face or by telephone (Mann and
Orren, 1992).

» A sample survey is conducted using similar
methods as opinion polls but involves a more
detailed questionnaire, often conducted for gov-
ernment or for academic researchers (Broughton,
1995).

» In a deliberative opinion poll, or citizens’ jury,
people are briefed by, and can question, experts
and politicians on a given topic before opinions
are measured.The technique seeks to measure
what public opinion would be if the public were
fully informed on the issue (Fishkin, 1991).

» A focus group is a moderated discussion among
a small group of respondents on a particular
topic. A focus group is a qualitative device used to
explore the thinking and emotions lying behind
people’s attitudes. It is an open-ended technique
that has found favour with party strategists
(Greenbaum, 1998).

but 1,000 people carefully selected for an opinion
poll can accurately represent the whole population.

A well-chosen sample will certainly provide a
more reliable guide to public opinion than the
self-selected readers who answer write-in polls in
magazines; the listeners who call radio discussion
shows; or the voters who contact their representa-
tive about their pet topic. In fact, a major virtue of
opinion polls is that they capture the views of the
many bored and uninterested electors who would
otherwise be left out of the debate.

Opinion polls contribute to the democratic
process in three ways. First, they bring into the
public realm the voices of people who would oth-
erwise go unheard. They are the only form of par-
ticipation, apart from the ballot box itself, in
which all count for one and none for more than
one. Second, polls are based on direct contact
between interviewers and the public; they get
behind the group leaders who claim to speak ‘on

behalf of our members’. Third, polls enable politi-
cians to keep in touch with the popular mood and
they give some insight into the reasons for election
results. In these ways, opinion polls oil the wheels
of democracy.

Yet it would be wrong to overstate the value of
opinion polls in defining the ‘mood of the people’.
Like students taking a test, interviewees in a
survey are answering questions set elsewhere. Polls
are commissioned not by ordinary people but by
party officials and journalists in the capital city. As
a result, people may never have thought about a
topic before they are invited to answer questions
on it. They may give an opinion when they have
none or they may agree to a statement because it is
the easiest thing to do (‘yea-saying’).

For these reasons, Ginsberg (1986) suggests that
elites use polls to ‘pacify or domesticate opinion’
by reducing citizens to passive respondents who
voice opinions in response to a narrow range of
topics selected by the elite itself. Certainly, one
danger of opinion polls is that they construct, and
even shape, public opinion at the same time as
they measure it.

Because opinion polls do not give respondents a
chance to discuss the issue before expressing their
views, the technique is criticized by those who
favour more ambitious interpretations of public
opinion. When public opinion is defined as com-
munity judgement of an issue against the standard
of the common interest, opinion polls are found
wanting. Where, ask the critics, is the equivalent
of the vigorous debate which preceded the
moment of decision in the Athenian assembly? To
be useful, it is argued, public opinion must have
been shaped in the press of collective discussion,
not simply measured through individual question-
naires.

Building on this richer view of public opinion,
scholars have developed the idea of a deliberative
opinion poll or citizen jury (Fishkin, 1991). This
technique involves exposing a smaller sample of
electors to a range of viewpoints on a selected
topic, perhaps through presentations by experts
and politicians. With awareness of the problem
established in this way, the group proceeds to a
discussion and a judgement. Opinion is only mea-
sured when the issues have been thoroughly aired.

As Fishkin (1991, p. 1) explains,
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an ordinary opinion poll models what the public
thinks, given how little it knows. A deliberative
opinion poll models what the public would
think, if it had a more adequate chance to think
about the questions at issue.

Deliberative polling can therefore be used to
anticipate how opinion might develop on new
issues. It is also particularly useful on issues with a
large technical content, for example nuclear
energy or genetic testing. Though not widely used,
citizens juries are an ingenious attempt to over-
come the problem of ill-informed replies which
bedevils conventional opinion polls.

A focus group, finally, is similar in some ways to
a deliberative poll. In a focus group, a researcher
gathers together a small group of people — nor-
mally eight to ten — for a general discussion of a
topic in which they share an interest. Examples
might include lapsed Democrats, young non-
voters or college drop-outs. The idea is to explore
the perspectives through which the participants
view the issue, sometimes for its own sake and
sometimes in preparation for drafting a question-
naire on the same topic.

The advantage of a focus group is that it stimu-
lates those involved to react to each other’s
thoughts, thus providing richer information than
can be obtained through opinion polls and sample
surveys. But the findings are qualitative rather
than quantitative and may be unrepresentative of
the wider population (Greenbaum, 1998).

The media in authoritarian states

If democracy thrives on the flow of information,
authoritarian rulers survive by limiting free expres-
sion, leading to journalism which is subdued even
when it is not subservient. Far from acting as the
fourth estate, casting its searchlight into the darker
corners of government activity, the media in
authoritarian states defer to political power. Lack of
resources within the media sector usually increases
vulnerability to pressure. Official television stations
and subsidized newspapers reproduce the regime’s
line while critical journalists are harassed and the
entire media sector develops an instinct for self-
preservation through self-censorship.

In her study of sub-Saharan Africa before the
wave of liberalization in the 1990s, Bourgault
(1995, p. 180) identified several means used by
authoritarian leaders to limit independent jour-
nalism. These included:

broad libel laws

states of emergency

licensing of publications and journalists

heavy taxation of printing equipment

a requirement to post bonds before new publi-
cations can launch

restricted access to newsprint

» the threat of losing government advertising
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Sub-Saharan Africa also demonstrates the lack of
resources which holds back the development of
the media sector — and authoritarian states are
most often found in relatively poor countries. A
shortage of resources limits journalistic initiative
and increases vulnerability to pressure; impover-
ished journalists may even be reduced to pub-
lishing favourable stories in exchange for money.
Pressures from authoritarian leaders on the
media are by no means restricted to Africa. In
post-communist central Asia, journalists continue
to practise the delicate art of coexisting with non-
democratic rulers. Large parts of the media,
including news agencies and printing presses,
often remain in state hands, giving the authorities
direct leverage. The state also typically retains
ownership of a leading television channel. Foley

(1999) reports that

from Kazakhstan to Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan to
Belarus and Ukraine, the story is a dismal one:
tax laws are used for financial harassment; a
body of laws forbids insults of those in high
places; compulsory registration of the media is
common. In Azerbaijan, as in Belarus, one-man
rule leaves little room for press freedom.

The justification for restricting the freedom of
the media typically refers to an overriding national
need such as social stability, nation-building or
economic development. A free press, like a com-
petitive party system, is presented as a recipe for
squabbling and disharmony. Many of these ‘justi-
fications’ for controlling the media may just be
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excuses for continuing non-democratic rule. Even
so, we should not assume that the Western idea of
a free press has universal appeal. Islamic states, in
particular, stress the media’s role in affirming reli-
gious values and social norms. A free press is seen
as an excuse for licence; why, the question is asked,
should we import Western, and particularly
American, ideas of freedom if the result is just
scandal-mongering and pornography? In some
Muslim societies, the result is what Mernissi
(1993, p. 68) terms “TV Islam’, a strange brew of
dull religious programming and inoffensive
American movies.

As with other aspects of politics, totalitarian
states developed a rather more sophisticated
approach to their dominance of the media. Mass
communication was expected to play its part in
the transformation of political culture. The media
were therefore brought under tighter control than
in authoritarian systems. Unrelenting penetration
of mass communication into everyday life was a
core component of the totalitarian system. ‘It is
the absolute right of the state to supervise the for-
mation of public opinior’, said Joseph Goebbels,
Hitler’s Minister of Propaganda.

It is significant however that neither communist
nor fascist regimes regarded the media, by them-
selves, as a sufficient means of ideological control.
Communist states supplemented mass propaganda
with direct agitation in places where people gath-
ered together; fascist regimes valued direct control
through public meetings rather than impersonal
broadcasts through the media.

In communist states, the dual dimensions of
political communication were propaganda and
agitation. Propaganda explained the party’s
mission and instructed both the elite and the
masses in the teachings of Marx, Engels and
Lenin. To achieve their propaganda objectives,
ruling communist parties developed an elaborate
media network with radio, posters, cinema and
television all reinforcing each other. Even art had
to become ‘socialist art’, playing its part in the rev-
olution of hearts and minds. Communist societies
were short of many things but propaganda was not
one of them.

Where propaganda operated through the media,
agitation operated at local level. Agitation sought
to mobilize the masses behind specific policies

such as increased production. The party sought to
place an agitator in each factory, farm and military
unit. Together, propaganda and agitation domi-
nated the flow of information; their combined
effect would be all the greater because, in the
nature of a total regime, no dissenting voices were
permitted.

Definition

Propaganda is communication intended to
promote a particular cause by changing atti-
tudes and behaviour; today, the term also implies
the absence of a balanced perspective.The word
is religious in origin:in the seventeenth century,
the Catholic Church established a College of
Propaganda to propagate the faith. Propaganda
was an important feature of communication

in totalitarian regimes but it has also been
important to democracies in times of war.

The communist experience offers an important
real-life experiment of the attempt to use the
media as a tool for influencing the public. What,
then, was the impact of such propaganda? It seems
to have helped with agenda-setting by disguising
local problems such as accidents, poverty or pollu-
tion which could be hidden from people in other
parts of the country. It may also have scored some
success in highlighting achievements such as
industrialization. And, just as advertising by
parties in democracies is often aimed at their own
activists, so communist propaganda may have
helped party members to keep the faith.

But the communist experience also revealed the
limits of media power. A cynical public was not
easily fooled. Grandiose statements about national
progress were too often contradicted by the grim
realities of daily life under communism. While
official reports on Western cities showed images of
drunks and beggars in shop doorways, the viewers
would gawp at the unimaginable luxuries on
display in the shop windows.

In any case, as communist states became inert,
so propaganda became empty ritual. Eventually,
the main function of propaganda became that of
showing the population that the party still ruled;
whether the propaganda was convincing almost
ceased to matter. Propaganda became less a mech-
anism of conversion and more a symbol of
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BOX 7.5
Limiting the damage: China and
the internet

As an example of how authoritarian governments
seek to limit media freedom, consider the following
rules introduced by the Chinese government in 2000
to regulate internet content providers. Website
providers in China are required:

» to obtain government approval before cooper-
ating with businesses overseas

» to avoid content that subverts state power or

harms the country’s reputation

to avoid content that supports banned cults

to record the content of their site

to record all website visitors for 60 days

to hand over records to the police on demand.

v v Vv w

Even so, internet access is expanding rapidly in
China, allowing a sophisticated minority to circum-
vent the party’s attempt to restrict full information
to its own elite.

Source: Adapted from Financial Times, 3 October 2000.

control. Like the drizzle, nothing could be done
about it so it was ignored.

It is noteworthy, however, that the remaining
states with a nominal communist allegiance have
kept close control over the means of mass com-
munication. In China, access to information has
traditionally been provided on a need-to-know
basis. The country’s rulers remain keen to limit
dissenting voices even as the party’s tolerance of
non-political debate increases (Box 7.5). For
instance, critics refer to the Great Firewall of
China, a phrase that describes the state’s attempts
to control internet use beyond the natural barrier

of language. Although the regime is keen to
promote e-commerce, internet users who search
for ‘inappropriate’ topics such as democracy or
Tibetan independence will find their access to
search engines withdrawn. The excuse offered is
that the authorities are merely protecting
Chinese people from unwholesome Western
influence.

Key reading

Next step: Norris (2000) offers an interesting
comparative account of the media’s role in Western
democracies.

Communication may be central to politics but the
definitive contemporary treatment of the topic is
still to be written. Williams’s short but influential
study (1962) is still relevant to students of politics.
Mann’s history of power (1986) includes consider-
able material on communication. However, most
modern studies focus on the media rather than
communication generally. Gunther and Mughan
(2000) offer a comparative collection; see also
Bennett and Entman (2001) and Street (2001).
On the USA, Graber (1997) is an authoritative
text while Barber (1992) provides a lucid history.
Norris ez al. (2003) compare the frames used in
media coverage of 9/11 with earlier terrorist inci-
dents. On public opinion, Glynn ez al. (1998) is a
wide-ranging collection while Manza ez al. (2002)
examine the impact of polls on policy. Fishkin
(1991) looks at citizen juries. Away from the West,
McCargo (2002) examines the media in Asia and
Bourgault (1995) discusses sub-Saharan Africa.
Milton (2000) is an overview of the media in post-
communist states.
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An environmentalist lying in front of workers
constructing a new road, a citizen contacting
a legislator about a missing social security cheque,
a terrorist plotting a suicidal assault on a despised
regime — all are examples of individual participa-
tion in politics. This chapter examines general
citizen involvement in politics; we reserve partici-
pation through elections for the next chapter.
Patterns of participation differ greatly between
democratic and authoritarian governments (Box
8.1). In established democracies, voluntary partici-
pation is the norm. People can choose whether to
get involved (for example by voting or abstaining)
and how to do so (for example by joining a party
or signing petitions). The main exception to the
voluntary nature of participation is compulsory

voting, found in a few democracies such as
Australia and Belgium.

In authoritarian regimes, by contrast, participa-
tion is diminished in quality if not quantity. Most
non-democratic rulers hang a ‘keep out” sign over
the political sphere, often limiting formal partici-
pation by ordinary people to rigged elections.
Only in totalitarian regimes did non-democratic
rulers seek to mobilize the people behind the
regime’s effort to transform society, whether
towards a communist or fascist ideal.

In this chapter, we examine political participa-
tion in democratic and non-democratic settings
before turning to the less orthodox forms of par-
ticipation represented by violence, terror and revo-
lution.

Participation in established
democracies

The most striking fact about political participation
in established democracies is how far it falls short
of a participatory ideal. Voting in national elec-

BOX 8.1

Patterns of political participation, by type of regime

Regime type Amount of Character of Purpose of participation
participation participation
Democratic Moderate but Mainly voluntary To influence who decides and what decisions are
declining reached
Authoritarian Low Manipulated To protect rulers’ power and to offer a democratic
facade
Totalitarian High Regimented In theory:
to transform society
In practice:

to demonstrate rulers’ power

122
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tions is normally the only activity in which a
majority of citizens engages. Throughout the
democratic world anything beyond voting is the
preserve of a minority of activists. These partici-
pants are outnumbered by the apathetics: people
who neither vote nor even follow politics through
the media. With turnout and party membership
falling in most democracies, even the traditional
activists seem to be reducing their involvement in
formal politics (Mair and van Biezen, 2001).

In a renowned analysis, Milbrath and Goel
(1977, p. 11) divided the American population
into three groups, a classification which has since
been applied to participation in other democra-
cies. These categories were:

» a few gladiators (around 5-7 per cent of the
population) who fight the political battle

» a large group of spectators (about 60 per cent)
who watch the contest but rarely participate
beyond voting

» a substantial number of apathetics (about one-
third) who are withdrawn from politics.

Milbrath’s labels were based on an analogy with
Roman contests at which a few gladiators per-
formed for the mass of spectators but some apa-
thetics did not even watch the show (Figure 8.1).

Definition

Political participation is activity by individuals
formally intended to influence who governs or
the decisions taken by those who do so. Citizens
can be classified both by the extent of their polit-
ical involvement (e.g. gladiators, spectators and
apathetics) and by the form their engagement
takes (e.g.conventional, unconventional or both).

In every country, political gladiators are far from
a cross-section of society. In most democracies,
participation is greatest among well-educated,
middle-class, middle-aged white men.
Furthermore the highest layers of political involve-
ment show the greatest skew. As Putnam (1976, p.
33) put it,

The ‘law of increasing disproportion’ seems to
apply to nearly every political system; no matter
how we measure political and social status, the

higher the level of political authority, the greater
the representation for high-status social groups.

What explains this bias in participation towards
upper social groups? Two factors seem to be par-
ticularly influential: political resources and polit-
ical interest.

Consider, first, the question of resources. People
in high-status groups are equipped with such
political assets as education, money, status and
communication skills. Education gives access to
information and, we trust, strengthens the ability
to interpret it. Money buys the luxury of time for
political activity. High status provides the oppor-
tunity to obtain a respectful hearing. And commu-
nication skills such as the ability to speak in public
help in presenting one’s views persuasively. Added
together, these resources provide a tool-kit for
effective political intervention.

Second, high-status individuals are more likely
to be interested in politics. They possess the
motive as well as the means to become involved.
No longer preoccupied with the daily struggle,
they can take satisfaction from engagement in col-
lective activity (Inglehart, 1997). The wealthy are
also more likely to be brought up in a family, and
to attend a school, where an interest in current
affairs is encouraged. So upper social groups show
an interest in politics and can afford to put these
concerns into practice.

We can apply this dual framework — of political
resources and political interest — to the problem of
why women are still under-represented at higher
political levels. In 2000, women made up just 14
per cent of the world’s legislators, double the

Gladiators

Spectators

Apathetics

Figure 8.1 Patterns of participation in democracies
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figure 25 years earlier but a large under-representa-
tion (Table 8.1). There is no doubt that, as a
group, women still possess fewer political
resources than men. Across the world, they have
less formal education (even though this difference
has reversed among the young in many established
democracies). Further, interest in formal politics is
sometimes limited by childbearing and home-
making responsibilities.

In addition to these underlying factors, male
preeminence in politics tends to be self-perpetu-
ating. Some women lack the confidence needed to
throw themselves into the hurly-burly of formal,
male-led politics while many still face the high
hurdle of discrimination from sexist male politi-
cians. These gatekeepers claim that women are
unsuited to politics — and then use the scarcity of
women in high office to prove their point (Burns
et al., 2001).

Institutional factors, some of which are rather
easy to modify, also help to explain female under-
representation. Three such features are:

» The electoral system. Women do best under the
party list version of proportional representation,
a method that allows party officials to select a
gender-balanced set of candidates. Scandinavia
is a prominent example (Table 8.1).

» Quotas. These ensure women make up a speci-
fied proportion of a party’s candidates or, more
radically, of its elected representatives. In
Norway, for example, the leading parties intro-
duced quotas as early as 1973.

» Turnover of legislators. Low turnover, as in the
United States Congress, creates a recruitment
bottleneck which enables men, once elected, to
remain in post for decades.

Definition

Political exclusion refers to those people who
are effectively excluded from participation in col-
lective decision-making because they occupy a
marginal position in society. Migrant workers,
prisoners, drug addicts and those who do not
speak the native language are examples of
groups confronting this difficulty.

The emphasis of research on political participa-
tion is on explaining what distinguishes the gladia-

tors from the spectators. But what about the apa-
thetics, the people who do not participate at all?
This group raises the emerging problem of polit-
ical exclusion. The apathetics in effect exclude
themselves — or perhaps are excluded — from the
normal means by which citizens collectively shape
their society (Verba ez 4l., 1995).

A typical non-participant might be an unem-
ployed young man with no qualifications, inhab-
iting a high-crime inner-city neighbourhood,
often from a minority culture and perhaps not
even speaking the dominant language. Usually
such people are not registered to vote, often they
do not watch the news on television and rarely do
they read a national newspaper. Their political
activity, if any, is often irregular and spasmodic, as
with riots.

Just as higher social groups possess both the
resources and the interest to overparticipate, so a
shortage of resources and lack of interest in the
remote goings-on of national politics explain the
underparticipation of those near the bottom of
increasingly unequal Western societies. The emer-
gence of a two-tier political system, characterized
by a majority which votes at national elections and
a non-participating underclass, is a growing chal-
lenge to the assumption of political equality on
which democracy is based.

Participation in new democracies

The participation challenge facing new democra-
cies is considerable. The transition from authori-
tarian rule requires the population to learn new
styles of political participation: votes must be cast,
parties organized and leaders recruited to political
office. Cynicism must give way to a measure of
engagement. Creating democratic institutions is a
short-term constitutional task but embedding the
habit of voluntary participation is a long-term
necessity.

Consider, for example, post-communist democ-
racies. The old style of regimented participation
quickly disintegrated as communism fell apart,
partly in response to dramatic street protests in the
capital cities. Once new and nominally democratic
institutions had been created, the task was to con-
solidate the new order by developing structured
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Table 8.1 Female representation in national legislatures, 1950s-2000s

Year of female  Current electoral Female representation Change (most
suffrage system* in the legislature (%)* recent election
minus 1950s average)
Average in Most recent
the 1950s election
Sweden 1919 List PR 12 45 +33
Denmark 1915 List PR 8 38 +30
Finland 1906 List PR 13 38 +25
Netherlands 1919 List PR 8 37 +29
Norway 1913 List PR 5 36 +31
Germany 1918 Mixed 8 32 +24
New Zealand 1893 Mixed 4 28 +24
Australia 1902 AV 0.2 25 +25
Canada 1917 Plurality 1 21 +20
United Kingdom 1918 Plurality 3 18 +15
USA 1920 Plurality 3 14 +11
Ireland 1918 STV 3 13 +10
France 1944 Majority 4 12 +8
Italy 1945 Mixed 6 12 +6

* For definitions of electoral systems, see p. 148 (AV, alternative vote; PR, proportional representation; STV, single transferable vote).
# In bicameral assemblies, figures are for the lower house.The most recent election is as at 2003 .

Sources: Inter-Parliamentary Union (2000), http://www.ipu.org; McAllister and Studlar (2002).

forms of voluntary participation through parties,
elections and interest groups.

This task has proved to be demanding. The pop-
ulations of many Eastern European states had
experienced regimented participation under com-
munist rule and seen mass participation on televi-
sion during its collapse. But this outburst of
engagement did not last long. Once the commu-
nists were ousted, participation soon began to
decline, reflecting the communist legacy of polit-
ical cynicism among large sections of the public.
In Czechoslovakia, Illner (1998, p. 75) notes that
‘more active participation was reduced again after
the short period of post-1989 exhilaration and the
traditionally detached attitudes of the population
towards public involvement were continued’. In
many countries traditions of paternalism and elite
arrogance reestablished themselves.

Reflecting both communist and pre-communist
influences, many more people express an interest
in politics than actually take part. This discrep-
ancy is especially marked in Russia. Two-thirds of

Russians say they regularly or sometimes discuss
national problems but fewer than one in five
believe they can influence public decisions.
Disengagement seems to reflect not so much lack
of interest as lack of belief in the ability to make a
difference (Remington, 2004, p. 385). So a stable
system of voluntary participation requires the rela-
tionship between state and society to be com-
pletely recast, a task requiring far greater skill than
merely chopping up the rotting timbers of the
communist state.

The problem is to build a ‘civil society’ regulated
by law but remaining separate from the state. Such
a society provides opportunities for people to par-
ticipate in collective activities that are neither pro-
state nor anti-state but simply non-state. But
developing such social capital is a conspicuous
challenge in countries emerging from commu-
nism. Under communist rule, civil society had
been demobilized. It had been stood down so that
the rulers could directly control the individual:
‘everyone was supposed to be the same — working



126 POLITICS AND SOCIETY

DEBATE
BOWLING ALONE

‘Americans of all ages, all stations in life, and all types of
disposition are forever forming associations ... Thus the
most democratic country in the world now is that in
which men have in our time carried to the highest per-
fection the art of pursuing in common the objects of
common desires’ (de Tocqueville, 1835, p.513)

In influential publications, Putnam (1993, 2000) ques-
tions whether de Tocqueville’s thesis about the United
States still applies. Putnam claims that‘something has
happened in America in the past two or three
decades to diminish social engagement and civic con-
nectedness, with damaging consequences for the
quality of politics. He suggests that Americans now
spend more time watching Friends than making them.
Is Putnam right? If so, does his thesis also apply to
other democracies?

The case for

Putnam marshals considerable evidence from the
USA to illustrate his theme. For instance, between the
1960s and the end of the 1980s:

» voter turnout declined by nearly a quarter (and by
rather more among young electors)

» the proportion of Americans claiming to have
attended a public meeting ‘in the last year’fell by
more than a third

» the proportion of people engaged in regular volun-
teer work dropped by a sixth

» the proportion agreeing with the survey statement
‘most people can be trusted’fell from a half to a
third.

Putnam believes that the significance of these find-
ings lies in their implications for social capital (see p.
92). Face-to-face communication nurtures commit-
ment to the common good; allows networks to
develop from which new projects can emerge;
permits individuals to develop their skills, knowledge
and understanding; and generally encourages the
give-and-take which is a hallmark of democracy. What
kind of ‘democracy’ awaits, he asks, if most people are
now ‘bowling alone’?

The case against

All arguments that ‘things are not what they were’are
suspect. Golden ages are more often tricks of memory
than historical realities. Even in the 1950s, commenta-
tors were bemoaning the rise of the ‘lonely crowd;
‘mass society’and the ‘inner-directed personality’
(Riesman, 1950). It is much more likely that social
activity has changed its form rather than its extent. As
Putnam (2002) himself recognizes, some types of
group, such as crime-watch groups, health clubs,
support groups (e.g. of crime victims) and public
interest groups have expanded.

With the advent of mobile phones, email and the
internet, people can associate with like-minded indi-
viduals elsewhere in the country rather than face to
face. As a result, they depend less on old-fashioned
neighbours.There is no reason to suppose that this
change reflects any loss of ‘social capital’ Indeed, the
ability to join, benefit from and then leave specific,
instrumental and short-term networks in response to
changing individual needs may increase the ‘effi-
ciency’ of social relationships compared to an era
when people relied on a few neighbours.

Assessment

Even if social participation is declining in the USA, it is
difficult to see what can be done to reverse the trend.
Any political implications need political solutions. If
America is to solve its turnout problem, for instance,
the solution surely lies in improved registration proce-
dures, not in persuading people to invite their neigh-
bours to a barbecue. Further, the long-run effects of
9/11 are as yet unclear. On the one hand, the attacks
may encourage families to retreat further into the
safety of their own home, diminishing social participa-
tion.On the other hand, the immediate effect seemed
to be a rush of civic engagement, citizen surveillance
and support for the government. At least in the short
term, these factors reduced the extent to which
Americans could be said to be ‘bowling alone'

Further reading: Pharr and Putnam (2001), Putnam (1993,
2000, 2002).
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for the state, on a salary, on a leash’ (Goban-Klas
and Sasinka-Klas, 1992). Creating a participatory
civil society from the communist inheritance is a
difficult and continuing task.

Definition

Civil society consists of those groups which are
‘above’ the personal realm of the family but
‘beneath’ the state.The term covers public orga-
nizations such as labour unions, interest groups
and, on some definitions, recreational bodies.
However, firms are usually excluded because
they are not voluntary bodies emerging from
society. Italians say that if the state is represented
by the palazzo (the palace), civil society is found
in the streets of the piazza (the square). By con-
trast, totalitarian regimes contain only rulers and
ruled, a civic deficit which leaves a difficult chal-
lenge for post-totalitarian rulers.

Despite the absence of a communist legacy, the
story is similar in many of the African countries
seeking to nurture new avenues of participation
following the retreat of the generals in the 1980s.
Again, the act of overthrowing the old order did
stimulate significant mass participation, at least in
major cities, providing echoes of the original
struggle for independence in the 1950s and 1960s.
As Wiseman (1995, p. 5) writes,

the prodemocracy movements of most African
states in the late 1980s represented a remarkable
coming-together of political participation by a
range of social groups. Prominent among them
were church leaders and professional associations
of lawyers, journalists, students and medical

staff.

Yet the difficulties of entrenching voluntary par-
ticipation in Africa remain substantial. The core
problem of poverty narrows horizons while illit-
eracy provides a barrier to voluntary participation.
Further, the national government in many African
states has limited functions and weak penetration
outside the capital. The political culture remains
strongly parochial. Such participation as emerges,
at least beyond voting, is directed towards
informal politics in ethnic groups and contained
through patron—client networks. These factors all

suggest that voluntary participation in the new
African democracies is unlikely to match even the
undemanding levels of consolidated democracies.

Social movements

In 1996, 325,000 Belgians, 3 per cent of the
country’s population, marched through Brussels in
a peaceful protest against an inadequate public
investigation into a sexually motivated child
murder. This White March (white was worn as a
symbol of purity) was an example of a social
movement, a form of participation that has come
to mount a significant challenge to the ‘official’
political system in established democracies.

Social movements (also called popular move-
ments) consist of people from outside the main-
stream who come together to seek a common
objective though an unorthodox challenge to the
existing political order. The White March was a
typical movement in that many participants con-
sidered themselves to be conventional citizens who
would not ordinarily take an active part in politics.
Their protest was both political and anti-political.
Social movements espouse a political style which
distances them from established channels, thereby
questioning the legitimacy as well as the decisions
of the government. The members of social move-
ments adopt nonconformist forms of participation
such as demonstrations, sit-ins, boycotts and polit-
ical strikes. Some such acts may be illegal but, in
contrast to other criminal behaviour, the actors’
motives are political.

Definition

Social movements are defined by Tarrow (1998,
p.4) as ‘collective challenges by people with
common purposes and solidarity in sustained
interaction with elites, opponents and authori-
ties.They are political entities with a coating of
anti-politics. Rather like protest parties, move-
ments can emerge and disappear at speed, a
feature which distances them from the more
static concept of civil society.

We can contrast social movements with both
interest groups and political parties (Box 8.2).
Like parties whose origins lie outside the legisla-



profile RUSSIA

Population: 145m (and falling).

Gross domestic product per head:
$9,300.

Form of government: federation of 21
autonomous republics.

Executive: formally semi-presidential
but with a strong presidency.The
prime minister heads the Council of
Ministers and succeeds the president
if needed (no vice-president).

Russia is a vast country with an imperial and authori-
tarian past. It is a place full of problems, potential and
paradoxes. By area Russia is the largest country in the
world, almost twice the size of the United States.The
population includes numerous minorities, with 36
national groups containing more than 100,000
people. Russia’s rulers have in the past been autocratic
empire-builders, basing their imperial expansion on
control of a serf society and (until the communist era)
a rural economy.Thus Russia’s experience with com-
munist dictatorship represented a culmination of a
familiar authoritarian pattern.Internationally, the
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR, 1922-91),
encompassing 15 European and Asian republics,
formed what amounted to a Russian empire.

Of all the post-communist countries, Russia raises the
most interesting questions about the relationship
between participation and democracy. For many
observers a country with Russia’s autocratic past
cannot expect to develop the voluntary participation
underpinning established democracies.The country’s
history has bequeathed a political culture based on a
fatalistic acceptance of strong personal leadership.
Russian critics of a competitive party system cite the
saying,‘a child with six nannies is sure to lose an eye'
This desire for a single powerful leader was, it is
claimed, reinforced by the economic decline and
ethnic divisions of the early post-communist years.
Eckstein (1998b, p.377), for example, suggests that

It would be harder to think of a less likely case for
successful democratization than Russia. Support for
the idea of democracy is at best tenuous and instru-
mental, it has no strong roots in an accustomed
central political culture and the social context is
inhospitable to it in almost all respects.

Assembly: the Duma (lower house)
contains 450 members elected by an
additional member system.The
Federal Council (upper house) con-
tains two members from each of 89
geographical units.

Judicial branch: based on civil law.
Headed by a Constitutional Court and,
for civil and administrative cases,a
Supreme Court. Substantial lawlessness.

Natural resources: massive reserves of
oil, gas, coal, timber and minerals.
Russia is the world’s second largest
exporter of oil.

Environment: extensive pollution,
deforestation and contamination
(including local radioactivity).

Yet this assessment may be too gloomy. In any large
country, attitudes to politics are neither simple nor
uniform. Among younger generations, and in the
Moscow region, support for democracy is firmer.The
desire for effective government in post-communist
Russia may be a short-term response to social break-
down, not an indicator of deep-seated authoritari-
anism. Russia’s past may be non-democratic but this
does not prevent its educated population learning
from established democracies elsewhere. Further, by
the mid-1990s Russia had succeeded in holding a
series of reasonably free elections to both the presi-
dency and the Duma. Since then, a return to economic
growth has led to some consolidation of the post-
communist order.

Whatever the future may hold for post-communist
Russia, it is surely too fatalistic to claim that an author-
itarian past rules out the possibility of building
democracy in Russia. The real question, perhaps, is just
how democratic Russia’s ‘democracy’ will prove to be.

Vladimir Putin, president since Boris Yeltsin’s sudden
resignation in 1999, has governed in ruthless style,
exploiting his influence over the media and arresting
powerful businessmen who might threaten his posi-
tion. Putin is popular and effective but it is doubtful
whether his rule is subject to the limits associated
with a fully constitutional democracy.

Further reading: Eckstein (1998b), Petro (1995),
Remington (2004), Rose and Munro (2002).
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BOX 8.2

Comparing social movements, political parties and interest groups

Tactics used

Political goals, structure and means Social movements Protective interest Political parties
groups

Seek to influence the government? Yes Yes Yes

Seek to become the government? No No Yes

Focus on a single issue? Yes Yes No

Formally organized, led and funded? No Yes Yes

Unconventional

Further reading: Zilliacus (2001).On protective interest groups, see p. 168.

Conventional Conventional

ture, movements emerge from society to challenge
the political establishment where their voice is
unheard. But movements are also more loosely
organized, typically lacking the precise member-
ship, subscriptions and leadership of both parties
and interest groups.

Like interest groups, social movements typically
focus on a single issue: for example, nuclear disar-
mament, feminism or the environment. Again like
interest groups, social movements do not seek
state power; rather they seek to influence govern-
ment, usually by claiming their voice has previ-
ously been ignored. But where protective interest
groups seek precise regulatory objectives, move-
ments are more diffuse, often seeking to articulate
a common identity, as with gay pride. Social
movements therefore share the explicitly political
focus of parties. However, unlike parties move-
ments do not seek to craft distinct interests into an
overall package; rather, they claim the moral high
ground in one specific area.

Social movements are sometimes described as
‘new social movements’ or as practising ‘new poli-
tics. Yet in truth there is little that is new here.
Single-issue protest movements must surely be as
old as politics itself. Many contemporary politi-
cians (and your authors) were schooled in the suc-
cessful anti-apartheid and anti-Vietnam protests of
the 1960s and 1970s. In the 1950s, an earlier gen-
eration (but not your authors) wrote about the
threat to political stability posed by mass move-
ments such as the Nazis. Kornhauser (1959), for

instance, argued that mass movements were based
on people at the margins of society, including
unemployed intellectuals, isolated workers and the
peripheral middle class.

Delving further into the past yields more exam-
ples: for example, the anti-slavery, suffragette and
temperance movements. In Sweden, the late nine-
teenth century has been labelled the age of associa-
tions since this was the era when numerous
Jolkrorelser (popular mass movements) emerged,
initially to challenge the state. Examples include
the farmers' movement, the temperance move-
ment and the free churches. Rothstein (2002, p.
299) suggests that if any organizations could be
said to be the owner of Sweden’s extensive stock of
social capital, it is the folkrirelser.

However, some features of the contemporary
environment certainly encourage social move-
ments to flower on a national or even global scale.
One such factor is the ease of direct communica-
tion among sympathizers. Take the movement in
Britain in 2000 against the country’s high tax on
petrol (Joyce, 2002). A diverse network of British
farmers and road hauliers blocked petrol refineries
in a coordinated series of protests, quickly creating
a national fuel crisis. This movement made a sharp
impact on both public opinion and the govern-
ment. Its capacity to expand so rapidly, albeit
building on foundations previously established,
owed much to mobile (cell) phones. A contempo-
rary newspaper report suggested that in this
protest
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mobile phones played a key part. The organisers
ran an informal but effective ‘bush telegraph’.
Anyone they contacted had the numbers of a
dozen supporters. And they would each have a
dozen more. A single call could mobilise hun-
dreds of people within an hour

(Doherty ez al., 2003, p. 8).

In addition, global communication renders
international  coordination perfectly feasible.
Compared to parties or interest groups, social
movements cross borders with relative ease. The
best example here is surely the protest in February
2003 against the American-led war in Iraq. Over a
single weekend, an estimated six million people
took part in demonstrations in 600 or so cities
throughout the world (Table 8.2.). The ability of
social movements to mushroom in this way — even
without any central organization or leader — con-
firms their capacity to articulate authentic public
concern at a transnational level. Social movements
are a form of participation that is well-suited to a
more global world.

Established democracies hold no monopoly over
social movements. In the 1970s and 1980s, they
also became a significant feature in many authori-
tarian and developing states. In contrast to
Western democracies, however, these movements

Table 8.2 The ten largest demonstrations against
the Iraq War, by city, 15-16 February 2003

City Estimated number of protestors
Rome As many as 3,000,000
Barcelona 1,300,000

London 1,000,000

Madrid 600,000

Berlin 500,000

Paris 200,000

Sydney 200,000

Damascus As many as 200,000
Melbourne 160,000

New York 100,000

Note: Figures are estimates reported in the Financial Times, 17
February 2003. Protests in smaller countries included Amsterdam
(70,000 participants), Oslo (60,000) and Stockholm (35,000).To
compare with the first Gulf War of 1991, see Koopmans (1999).

in developing countries have been the territory of
the poor, as people facing acute problems of daily
life collaborate to improve their living conditions
in a hostile political environment. The urban poor
organizing soup kitchens, the inhabitants of
shanty towns lobbying for land reform, groups of
mothers pressing for information on their sons
who ‘disappeared’ under military rule — all were
examples of this blossoming of popular political
activity.

It is natural to imagine that the existence of
poverty and oppression will provide an encour-
aging environment for the collective self-organiza-
tion practised by social movements. But in
practice the daily struggle for survival can leave
little time, energy and resources for politics of any
kind. In reality, a policy entrepreneur, often
external to the community concerned, frequently
emerges to mobilize the downtrodden and to
bring their concerns into public focus. The policy
entrepreneur’s task is to create social capital by
developing resourcefulness among people lacking
formal political experience.

Definition

A policy entrepreneur is a person or group with
the ‘appropriate political experience, vision and
resources to help a particular constituency’
(Zirakzadeh, 1997, p. 12). When such skills are
lacking, human suffering is unlikely by itself to
generate a sustained movement for its ameliora-
tion.

The entrepreneur’s role can be played by organi-
zations or individuals. In Latin America under
military rule, development agencies and radical
priests in the Catholic Church encouraged the
development of local movements as they sought to
carve political space for themselves by asserting
their identity as indigenous peoples, gays, femi-
nists and environmentalists. Here, external organi-
zations played an influential part.

But an inspirational individual can also serve as
catalyst. For example, the contribution of Cesar
Chavez proved decisive in the attempt to unionize
seasonal migrant farm-workers in California
during the 1960s. Previously, these poorly paid
fruic-pickers, including many illegal immigrants
from Mexico, had been cowed by vigilante groups
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acting with the implicit approval of local police.
Chavez succeeded in enlisting financial and legal
support from outside bodies such as churches,
universities and the liberal wing of the Democratic
Party. Exploiting media interest, he led a successful
national boycott of California grapes, eventually
forcing the farm owners into concessions. In a
fashion characteristic of many movements, Chavez
created a cross-class coalition in which those with
resources were mobilized to help those without
(Jenkins, 1983).

Two cautionary points are necessary in assessing
the overall significance of social movements.
First, in the developing world, many community-
based movements have lacked the desire or the
means to engage with national politics. A culture
of anti-politics — also found in many post-com-
munist countries — limits the movements’ wider
impact. Indeed the democratic transition has
taken some wind from their sails. In Uruguay, for
example, ‘democracy brought, by a curious twist,
the disappearance of many grass-roots move-
ments that had been active during the years of
dictatorship’ (Canel, 1992, p. 290). Movements
rise and fall but parties and interest groups
remain.

Second, we must beware of exaggerating the
contrast between social movements and orthodox
politics. At one level, of course, the whole ratio-
nale of the movements is to threaten the domi-
nance of existing elites. They provide a ‘people’s
challenge’ to the iron triangles of government,
protective interest groups and mainstream parties.
Yet beneath the surface the distinction is muddied.
Kornhauser’s fears notwithstanding, social move-
ments seem to have extended the repertoire of par-
ticipation more than they have endangered
political stability (Ibarra, 2003). For example, the
Swedish folkrorelser have long collaborated with
the state, functioning as schools of democracy for
citizens (Rothstein, 2002, p. 296).

In general, the unconventional activists of the
era of protest in the West during the 1960s resem-
bled the orthodox activists of an earlier era. In the
main, they were well-educated, articulate young
people from middle-class backgrounds. And more
than a few leaders of the new politics are switching
to orthodox politics as they age; many a protest
activist of the 1960s had turned into a party leader

by the century’s end. Prominent examples include
Joschka Fischer, Germany’s foreign minister since
1998, and Peter Hain, a minister in Tony Blair’s
government in Britain. For all the stylistic contrast
between politics old and new, one function of the
movements has been to provide a training ground
for future national leaders. Conversely, protest
activism has entered the mainstream; it is no

longer confined to younger generations (Norris,
2002).

Participation in authoritarian states

In contrast to democratic governments, authori-
tarian rulers seek either to limit genuine participa-
tion in politics or, in the case of totalitarian states,
to direct it through tightly controlled channels. In
either case, the object is to minimize any threat
which unregimented participation might pose to
the regime. But even in non-democracies, the
limits and nature of participation are often subject
to an implicit dialogue as activists test the bound-
aries of the acceptable. Further, as societies gov-
erned by authoritarian rulers grow more complex,
so rulers often come to realize that responding to
popular pressure on non-sensitive issues can
enhance political stability.

Patron-client networks

The main technique for controlling participation
in authoritarian states is the patron—client
network. Clientelism, as this practice is often
called, is a form of political involvement which
differs from both voluntary participation in liberal
democracies and the regimented routines of totali-
tarian states. Although patron—client relationships
are found in all political systems, the developing
world (and especially authoritarian regimes within
it) offers the fullest expression of such relation-
ships. In many developing countries, networks of
patrons and clients are not just the main instru-
ment for bringing ordinary people into contact
with formal politics but also the central organizing
structure of politics itself. These networks are the
functional equivalent of institutions in established
democracies, integrating people through well-
understood practices.
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So what exactly are patron—client relationships?
They are informal hierarchies fuelled by exchanges
between a high-status ‘patron’ and ‘clients’ of
lower status. The colloquial phrase ‘big man/small
boy’ conveys the nature of the interaction. Patrons
are landlords, employers, party leaders, govern-
ment ministers or most often ethnic leaders.
Lacking resources of their own, clients gather
round their patron for protection and security.
Political patrons control the votes of their clients
and persuade them to attend meetings, join orga-
nizations or simply follow their patron around in a
deferential manner. In Sri Lanka, for instance,
patrons with access to the resources of the state
largely decide how ordinary people vote
(Jayanntha, 1991).

Definition

Clientelism is a term used to describe politics
substantially based on patron-client relation-
ships.These relationships are often traditional
and personal, as in the protection provided to
tenants by landowners in developing countries.
But they can also be more instrumental, as with
the resources which dominant parties in
American cities provided to new immigrants in
exchange for their vote. Where clientelism is
common, it pervades the political culture,
affirming the inequality from which it springs.

In return for their clients’ unqualified support,
patrons offer access to jobs, contracts, subsidies,
physical protection and even a guarantee of food
in hard times. In other words, they provide secu-
rity for poor people who, lacking organized pro-
tection through collective insurance or the rule of
law, are in a vulnerable position. Patrons can then
exploit their local power-base to strike deals with
ministers in the national government, offering the
support of their clients in exchange for a share of
the government’s resources. In this way, patronage
networks grow and decline according to their
patron’s skill, just as more orthodox businesses rise
and fall with the quality of their management.

The patron’s power, and its inhibiting effect on
democracy, is nicely illustrated in this quotation
from Egypts President Abdul Nasser, interviewed
in 1957 when he was still a reforming leader

(Owen, 1993):

We were supposed to have a democratic system
between 1923 and 1953. But what good was
this democracy to our people? You have seen the
landowners driving the peasants to the polling
booths. There they would vote according to the
instructions of their masters. I want the peasants
to be able to say ‘yes' and ‘no’ without this in
any way affecting their livelihood and daily
bread. This in my view is the basis for freedom
and democracy.

Participation through patronage is a device
which appeals particularly in authoritarian settings
because it links elite and mass, centre and
periphery, in a context of inequality. Although
inequality provides the soil in which patronage
networks flourish, they still act as a political glue,
binding the ‘highest of the high’ with the ‘lowest
of the low through membership of a patron’s
network.

Military governments

The military governments which populated large
sections of the developing world in the second half
of the twentieth century provide useful examples
of participation — or more commonly non-partici-
pation — in authoritarian polities. As one might
expect, most military governments adopted what
Remmer (1989) calls an exclusionary approach to
popular participation. These regimes discouraged
mass involvement in politics because they feared
its consequences for their own position.

Chile between 1973 and 1989, under General
Pinochet, was an extreme but revealing case.
Pinochet sought not just to govern without
popular involvement but to suppress all potential
sources of popular opposition. He exterminated,
exiled or imprisoned thousands of labour leaders
and left-wing politicians, concentrating power in
the hands of his own military clique. Pinochet
himself acted as chief executive while a four-man
junta representing the army, navy, air force and
national police performed legislative functions.

As with juntas elsewhere, the purpose was to
monitor political participation so as to identify
threats to the military’s position, for example from
students or organized workers. By such means,
ordinary citizens were persuaded to keep their
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heads down and to steer clear of any engagement
with military might.

However, not all military regimes were as brutal
as Chile’s. More interesting, perhaps, are the few
which adopted Remmer’s inclusionary approach to
participation. Some military leaders did attempt to
build a base of support among the political class,
and even on occasion among the wider popula-
tion. The usual approach here was to seek to
exploit the population’s respect for a strong leader.
Such inclusionary regimes were often organized on
presidential lines, based around a dominant ruler
committed to national development and a strong
country.

The modernizing regime of Abdel Nasser in
Egypt was such a case. Nasser was an army colonel
who led a coup in 1952, became president in
1956 and remained in post until his death in
1970. He sought to broaden his political appeal
beyond the military, though as a result his regime
became presidential and bureaucratic, rather than
narrowly military. However, even in Nasser’s Egypt
(as in contemporary China) any political competi-
tion was confined to elite groups. As Lesch (2003,
p. 589) says,

The government demobilized and depoliticized
the public. The regime offered access to jobs,
socioeconomic equity and national indepen-
dence: in return, the public was expected to be
politically quiescent.

So even those military leaders who initially sought
to mobilize the population behind their reform
agenda often found that participation declined
over time, resulting in the more limited and con-
trolled engagement characteristic of authoritarian
regimes.

Totalitarian governments

It is when we turn to totalitarian governments that
we find the most ambitious attempts to develop
mass participation in non-democratic systems. In
communist and fascist states, participation was
both more extensive and more regimented than in
democracies. This profile of participation — high
in quantity, low in quality — was a central feature
of totalitarian rule.

For the classic case, we must look back to com-
munist states, particularly in their earliest and
most vigorous decades. At first glance, participa-
tion left established democracies in the shade.
Under communism, citizen activity certainly
outscored the level found in today’s democracies.
Ordinary people sat on comradely courts, admin-
istered elections, joined para-police organizations
and served on people’s committees covering local
matters. This apparatus of participation derived
from the Marxist idea that all power at every level
of government should be vested in soviets (coun-
cils) of workers and peasants.

Definition

Regimented participation is elite-controlled
involvement in politics designed to express
popular support for the notional attempt by the
rulers to build a new society.Its purpose is to
mobilize the masses behind the regime, not to
influence the personnel or policies of the gov-
ernment. Regimented participation was charac-
teristic of totalitarian regimes.

However, the calibre of participation in commu-
nist states did not match its extent. To ensure that
mass engagement always strengthened the party’s
grip, party members guided all popular participa-
tion. At regular meetings of women’s federations,
trade unions and youth groups, party activists
would explain policy to the people. But communi-
cation flowed only from top to bottom. So the
members of such groups eventually behaved the
way they were treated: as passive recipients rather
than active participants. Because the party con-
trolled participation so tightly, cynicism soon
replaced idealism. Only careerist die-hards were
prepared to invest their full energy in the charade.

Eventually, some ruling parties did allow more
participation but only in areas that did not
threaten their monopoly of power. Especially in
Eastern Europe, industrial managers were given
more say in policy-making as political participa-
tion became more authentic on local, specific and
economic matters. But these modest reforms were
not matched in national politics. Because no real
channels existed for airing grievances, people were
left with two choices: either to shut up and get on
with life or to express their views outside the
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system. For all the notional participation, commu-
nist governments chose to ignore popular indiffer-
ence to their rule.

The trajectory of participation in communist
China illustrates some of these themes. In the
early decades of the People’s Republic, participa-
tion through accepted channels was required as a
way of demonstrating active support for the
Communist Party’s goals. The question was not
whether citizens participated but to what extent.
In particular, Mao Zedong developed the doctrine
of the ‘mass line’ by which party officials were
expected to learn from the people while retaining
tight control over policy formation.

But Mao became dissatisfied with the caution of
the political elite emerging from this party-led
framework. In 1966, he launched the Cultural
Revolution, encouraging the masses to turn on
corrupt power-holders within the party, the work-
place or the family. Even harmless intellectuals
found themselves condemned as ‘the stinking
ninth category’. The outcome was an orgy of
uncontrolled  participation, including violent
score-settling, which threatened the social fabric
and caused permanent damage to the party’s repu-
tation.

Following this exceptional episode, political par-
ticipation developed along the more predictable
lines associated with most authoritarian regimes.
After Mao, the leadership gave priority to eco-
nomic reform over political purity, discouraging
any form of participation which might threaten
growth. Political passivity became acceptable.
More recently, the party has opened some social
space in which sponsored groups in areas such as
education and the environment can operate with
relative freedom.

However, channels for explicit opposition to
party rule remain closed. Memories remain of the
Tiananmen Square massacre of 1989, when the
army’s tanks turned on pro-democracy demonstra-
tors in Beijing. Local protests — against corrup-
tion, unemployment, illegal levies or non-payment
of wages or pensions — continue but outside the
framework of accepted political activity. These
demonstrations have not been directed against
national rulers but they provide one more
headache for the country’s hard-pressed rulers in
Beijing.

Political violence and terror

The forms of participation we have examined so
far operate within a peaceful framework. Even
when social movements engage in illegal acts, their
protests remain largely civil. Yet when orthodox
politics leaves conflicts unresolved, and sometimes
even when it does not, the outcome can be vio-
lence — by the state against its own people, by citi-
zens seeking to change government policy or by
one social group against another. To appreciate the
full repertoire of activities falling under the
heading of political participation, we must also
consider the role of violence in politics.

Definition

Political violence consists of ‘those physically
injurious acts directed at persons or property
which are intended to further or oppose govern-
mental decisions and public policies’
(LaPalombara, 1974, p. 379). Political terror, a
subcategory of political violence, occurs when
such acts are aimed at striking fear into a wider
population.Both violence and terror can be com-
mitted by as well as against the state. Genocide,
in which the state is again usually implicated, is
the deliberate extermination of a large propor-
tion of a people, nation, race or ethnic group.

The events of September 11, 2001 brought vio-
lence and terror into focus (Lutz and Lutz, 2004).
The assaults on New York and Washington were
unprecedented in the number and range of
national origins of the victims but they built on a
tradition of political violence (Table 8.3). The
World Trade Center had first come under attack
from Islamic terrorists in 1994 when a bomb in
the Center’s car park killed six people. Further, the
dangers posed by al-Qaeda were well-recognized:
early in 2001, 40 CIA officers were working on
the bin Laden case (US Congtess, 2002). And, of
course, such activity did not cease on 9/11. The
following year, bombs in the Indonesian resort of
Bali killed 202 people, including many Australian
tourists. Attacks have also taken place in other
countries, notably Saudi Arabia, Spain and Turkey.
So while September 11 was certainly a bolt, it can
hardly be said to have come from the blue.
Understanding September 11 requires, among
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Table 8.3 World Trade Center fatalities by
nationality, September 11,2001

Nationality Number killed
United States 2106
United Kingdom 53
India 34
Dominican Republic 25
Jamaica 21
Japan 20
China 18
Colombia 18
Canada 16
Germany 16
Other 290

Note: Based on over 90 per cent of the death toll of over 2,800 from
around 80 countries, including those on the planes. Deaths at the
Pentagon and from the hijacked plane which crashed in Pennsylvania
are not shown. For an analysis of global responses to terrorism, see
Buckley and Fawn (2003).

Source: Data from New York City Health Department, 18 April 2002.

other things, placing that case of terrorism in a
comparative context.

Political violence is as ancient as politics itself.
Many terms used today in describing terrorism
derive from these earliest cases. For example, the
Zealots were political activists who resisted
Roman rule in Palestine. In the era of the
Crusades, the Assassins (literally, hashish-eaters)
were a Muslim sect who believed their religious
duty was to hunt down Christians. The Thugs
were religiously motivated bandits in central and
northern India.

The central point about political violence
(including 9/11) is that it must be viewed through
the conventional lenses of political analysis, not
through a distorting filter that ‘explains’ violence
solely as the product of irrational fanaticism. As
Clausewitz said of war, violence is a continuation
of politics by other means’. The threat and use of
force is a way of raising the stakes; it extends but
rarely replaces conventional politics. Most political
violence is neither random nor uncontrolled but
tactical. When farmers block a road, or when the
secret police beat up a student activist, or even
when terrorists blow up a plane, the act carries a
deliberate political signal. Even when so-called

‘uncontrolled” violence erupts between ethnic
groups, the disturbances are usually initiated —
though not carried out — by political leaders.

Campaigns of terror exemplify the use of vio-
lence for tactical political ends. By creating a
climate of fear, such terrorist acts are intended to
coerce a wider target into submitting to its aims.
To take an influential example, the Reign of Terror
unleashed throughout France after 1789 was a
deliberate policy of the Jacobin revolutionaries. As
Davies (1996, p. 706) notes,

The Terror was not confined to the destruction
of the revolution’s active opponents. It was
designed to create such an atmosphere of fear
and uncertainty that the very thought of opposi-
tion would be paralysed. It produced a climate
of spies, informers and unlimited suspicion.

It is precisely this desire to influence the wider
political atmosphere which converts casual bru-
tality into political terror. Paradoxically, ‘random’
violence is a systematic technique for inducing
anxiety among a broader population, a goal
achieved by exploiting the oxygen of publicity. In
that sense, the assault on the United States on
9/11 was supremely effective. Watching the col-
lapse of the Trade Center towers, television viewers
throughout the Western world said, and were
intended to say, ‘there but for fortune go you or I'.
From a political and economic perspective, the
impact of September 11 lay less in the events
themselves, severe though these were, than in the
inevitable reaction to them. These included an
immediate slump in air travel, the cost of addi-
tional security measures, Americas invasion of
Afghanistan and secondary terrorism such as the
anthrax spores sent through the post to addresses
in the United States.

In the aftermath of 2001, it is natural to inter-
pret terror as a tactic employed by non-state actors
against the state. But again such a conclusion
would be too narrow. Terrorism can also be spon-
sored by states against other states, as with Iran,
Libya and Syria or as seen in the indirect support
offered by Afghanistan and Saudi Arabia to the
9/11 terrorists.

Most important of all, states can terrorize their
own people. A vital lesson of the twentieth century
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is that the state is in a unique position to exploit
political violence for its own ends. As the monopo-
list of authorized coercion, states are well-positioned
to intimidate their citizens, and over the course of
the twentieth century many did so. Precisely
because political violence is an organized technique,
its practice increased with the growth of the state in
the last century. Rummel (1997) estimates that
between 1900 and 1987, almost 130 million people
were killed by the very institution intended to
provide peace, law and order (Table 8.4).

To demonstrate the link between violence and
government, consider the extreme case of genocide.
A well-organized state and a population accus-
tomed to obedience can make the systematic
destruction of an ethnic group entirely feasible.
The Nazi genocide of the Jews is of course the best-
known example but it is neither the only case nor
the most recent. The central African state of
Rwanda is a more contemporary example. There,
in a few weeks in 1994, most of the minority Tutsi,
and some Hutu considered to be sympathizers,
were butchered. In total, about 800 000 people, or
one in ten of the population, were massacred.

We can use three particular features of the

Table 8.4 The ten most lethal governments,
1900-87

Country Years Rate*  Total killed
(%)
Cambodia 1975-79 8.2 2,000,000
Turkey 1919-23 2.6 703,000
Yugoslavia 1941-45 25 655,000
Poland 1945-48 2.0 1,585,000
Turkey 1909-18 1.0 1,752,000
Czechoslovakia  1945-48 0.5 197,000
Mexico 1900-20 04 1,417,000
USSR 1917-87 04 54,769,000
Cambodia 1979-87 04 230,000
Uganda 1971-79 03 300,000
World 1900-87 0.2 129,909,000

* Per cent of its population that a regime murders each year, on
average.

Note: Murderous governments after 1987 include Armenia,
Azerbaijan, Burundi, Bosnia, Croatia, Iran, Irag, Rwanda and Somalia.

Source: Rummel (1997).

Rwandan tragedy to illustrate broader characteris-
tics of genocide: its planned character, long devel-
opment and dependence on the state. First, the
butchery was far from a spontaneous outburst of
ethnic hatred. Although Hutu peasants dutifully
implemented the killings, the orders came from
government and military leaders who told the
peasants to ‘clear the bush’ and ‘pull up the roots’
(i.e. kill women and children too).

Second, the Rwandan case illustrates the deep-
seated origins of genocide. In Rwanda, the tradi-
tional balance between Tutsi and Hutu had been
distorted by Belgian colonialists, contributing to
mass slaughters of Hutu in 1972 and 1988, and
initiating the dynamic that culminated in 1994.

Third, an effective system of local rule, also
inherited from the colonial era, provided the
administrative means to implement genocide. In
the end, the Tutsi could not escape with their lives
because they could not escape from the state
(Mamdani, 2001).

The cultural residue of officially sanctioned mass
murder can be profound, with the emergence of
traumatized, broken societies such as Cambodia (2
million dead, 1975-79). How, then, can popula-
tions be protected against this threat from the very
body that is supposed to protect them? Rummel
(1997) suggests that democracy is the key. He
notes that democracies rarely fight each other and
hardly ever kill their own people. In a democracy,
the ballot replaces the bullet; it is absolute power
which creates the conditions for democide. Thus,
the transition to democracy in the final decades of
the twentieth century may reduce state-sponsored
political violence and render the twenty-first
century a time of relative peace in comparison
with the barbarities of preceding decades.

Rummel’s point may also apply to the form of
terror against the state practised by organizations
such as al-Qaeda. Were the authoritarian regimes
of the Middle East to be replaced by prosperous
democracies, terrorist organizations would surely
find the ground beneath them becoming infertile.

Revolution

Occasionally, political violence extends to the gov-
erning framework itself as the entire political order
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becomes a matter for dispute. When the existing
structure of power is overthrown, leading to a
long-term reconstruction of the political, social
and economic order, we can speak of a revolution.
Such episodes are rare but pivotal, inducing broad
and deep alterations in society. The major
instances — France, America, Russia, China, Iran —
have substantially defined the modern world. We
therefore conclude this chapter with an assessment
of the nature and causes of revolutions, focusing
in particular on France and Russia.

Although changes of the magnitude needed to
qualify as a revolution usually require violence, it
is debatable whether violence should be built into
the definition of the term. The question here is
whether a ‘peaceful revolution’ is a contradiction
in terms. On the one hand, we can certainly make
a case for the possibility of revolutions without
violence. After all, the ancient world used the term
‘revolution’ just to refer to a circulation in the
ruling group, howsoever induced. To ‘revolve is
literally to move round, and in this traditional
sense there was no necessary link between revolu-
tion and disorder.

Recent experience confirms that major political
changes can occur without large-scale violence.
The collapse of communism in Eastern Europe in
1989, leading to the fall of the Soviet Union in
1991, was a major reform initiated by peaceful
means, with Czechoslovakia’s Velvet Revolution a
particular case in point. Yet 1989 surely qualifies
as a year of revolutions when such efforts are mea-

sured by their impact rather than by the violence
of their birth.

Definition

Skocpol (1979, p.4) defines revolutions as ‘rapid,
basic transformations of a society’s state and
class structures; and they are accompanied and
in part carried through by class-based revolts
from below’ Goldstone (1991, p. 37) suggests rev-
olutions consist of three overlapping stages:first,
state breakdown; second, the ensuing struggle
for power; and third, a radical reconstruction of
the state.

On the other hand, the contemporary use of the
term ‘revolution’ still connotes transformation
through violence, a change in meaning which

reflects the experience of the modern world. After
the seminal French Revolution of 1789, the world
needed a special term to capture dramatic, seismic
shifts in the social and political order; and ‘revolu-
tion’ in the modern sense was born (Lachmann,

1997).

Social psychological and structural
theories

The twentieth century vastly increased the world’s
stock of revolutions (Box 8.3), stimulating a
search for general theories of these events. Here we
will consider two such accounts: first the social
psychological account associated with Gurr; and,
second, Skocpol’s structural interpretation.

The social psychological theory focuses on indi-
vidual motivations rather than social groups. It
seeks to answer such questions as: What inspires
people to participate in revolutionary activity?
Why do some people sometimes feel so strongly
about politics that they are willing to give time,
energy and ultimately their lives to achieve change?

In his study of the French Revolution, de

BOX 8.3
A century of revolutions
Outcome

Country Year

Mexico 1910 A populist revolution leading
to rule by the Institutional
Revolutionary Party (PRI)

which continued until 2000

The world’s first communist
state, lasting until 1990

Russia 1917

A secular nation-state built
amid the ruins of the
Ottoman Empire

Turkey 1922

China 1949 The People’s Republic of
China, led by a party which is

now communist only in name

Iran 1979 An Islamic theocracy led by
Ayatollah Khomeini.Religious
rulers are now under pressure

from more liberal reformers
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Tocqueville (1856) noted that grievances patiently
endured become intolerable once a brighter future
becomes possible. As part of the movement
towards a more scientific approach to political
analysis in the 1960s, Gurr (1980) sought to
develop de Tocqueville’s insight.

Gurr argued that relative deprivation was the
key to revolutions. For Gurr, political instability
only results from deprivation when combined
with a belief that conditions are worse than they
could and should be. What matters is not absolute
deprivation, a condition which often breeds
resigned passivity, but relative deprivation: a sense
that rewards fall below expectations or entitle-
ment. The point of comparison can vary, of
course. Deprivation may be relative to past times,
to an abstract standard of justice, or to the rewards
accruing to other groups serving as points of refer-
ence. But comparison of some kind is integral to
the idea of relative deprivation.

When relative deprivation is widespread, suggest
Gurr, instability can result. But Gurr is a little
more specific. The most explosive situation, he
argues, arises when a period of improvement is fol-
lowed by a decline in the ability of the regime to
meet rising demands. Such a situation creates a
dangerous gap between expectations of continued
improvement and the reality of decline. These
conditions produce a revolutionary gap between
expectations and achievement (Figure 8.2).

Davies (1962) sums up the implications of this
psychological approach: ‘revolutions are most
likely to occur when a prolonged period of eco-
nomic and social development is followed by a
short period of sharp reversal’. This hypothesis is
known as the J-curve theory, with the top of the T’
indicating an abrupt halt to a previous period of
rapid growth.

The contribution of this social psychological
approach lies in demonstrating that how people
perceive their condition is more important than
the actual condition itself. Relative deprivation is
certainly a background factor in many revolutions.
Peasant frustrations, in particular, were involved in
the French, Russian and Chinese examples. Note,
however, that by citing actual revolutions, we are
restricting our attention to positive cases (p. 73).
Relative deprivation may often be extensive
without signalling uprisings of any kind. Its status

is more likely to be that of a necessary rather than
a sufficient condition of revolution.

Definition

Relative deprivation arises when people
believe they are receiving less (value capability)
than they feel they are entitled to (value expecta-
tions). Relative deprivation breeds a sense of
resentment which contributes to political dis-
content. By contrast, absolute deprivation often
leads to a struggle for survival and, as a result,
political passivity. As the Russian revolutionary
Trotsky (1932/3, p. 103) wrote, ‘the mere exis-
tence of privations is not enough to cause an
insurrection; if it were, the masses would always
be in revolt’.

Also, although the social psychological account
provides some insight into the conditions of polit-
ical instability and violence, it seems incapable of
explaining revolutionary progress and outcomes.
Whose discontent matters’ How and why do
uprisings turn into revolutions? How is discontent
channelled into organized opposition movements?
Why is such opposition usually suppressed but
sometimes not? Because relative deprivation has
no answer to these important questions, it is better
regarded as a theory of political violence in general
rather than of revolutions in particular.

High

What people expect ///

-

Revolutionary
gap

Low

Y

Time

Figure 8.2 The J-curve theory of revolutions

Note: ‘What people expect’and ‘What people get' refers to expectations
of government.
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Given the limitations of the psychological
approach, in the 1970s the study of revolutions
turned away from broad psychological theories
and returned to a more fine-grained historical
examination. Skocpol’s (1979) influential discus-
sion of the French, Russian and Chinese revolu-
tions represented a culmination of this more
political structural approach.

For Skocpol, the causes of revolutions cannot be
found in the motives of the participants. What
matters are the structural conditions: that is, the
relationships between groups within a state and,
equally important, between states. The back-
ground to revolution, suggests Skocpol, is pro-
vided by a regime that is weak internationally and
ineffective domestically. The classic revolutions
occurred when well-organized revolutionaries suc-
ceeded in exploiting peasant frustration with an
old order which had lost its capacity to compete
with more developed international competitors.
With the landed aristocracy resisting economic
modernization, and offering only limited support
to the imperial ambitions of the regime, the old
order becomes vulnerable to insurrection:

Caught in cross-pressures between domestic
class structures and international exigencies, the
autocracies and their centralized administrations
and armies broke apart, opening the way for rev-
olutionary transformations spearheaded by
revolts from below.

(Skocpol, 1979, p. 47)

Seizing power from a failing regime can be quite
straightforward. The real revolution begins as the
new rulers develop and impose their vision on
society and, in particular, on opposition groups.
Revolutions do not stop with the taking of power,
as the social psychological theory seemed to imply,
but only start at this point. Skocpol tells us much
about how discontent is mobilized into political
activity and how that activity is turned into a revo-
lutionary transformation. In this way, she brings
political, and especially state-centred, analysis back
to the study of revolutions.

The French Revolution

Let us conclude by considering the French and

Russian revolutions in the context of the social psy-
chological and structural theories we have intro-
duced. Our scrutiny must certainly begin with
France in 1789, as this was the defining revolution
of modern times. Indeed, it is no exaggeration to
say that both the modern concept of revolution
and modernity itself were born in France in 1789.

What, then, were the contours of this landmark
episode? Before the revolution, France still com-
bined an absolute monarchy with feudalism.
Governance was a confused patchwork of local,
provincial and royal institutions. However, in the
1780s the stormclouds gathered: the old regime
came under pressure as the monarchy became vir-
tually bankrupt. Then, in 1788, a poor grain
harvest triggered both peasant revolts and urban
discontent. The revolution itself was initiated after
the Third Estate of the Estates General, convened
in May 1789 for the first time in over 150 years,
declared itself to be France’s National Assembly.

There followed a half-decade of radical reform
in which, amid the enormous violence of the
Terror, the old institutions (including the
monarchy) were torn down and the foundations
of a modern state constructed. After a further
period of instability, Napoleon instituted a period
of authoritarian rule lasting from 1799 to 1814.
Universal male suffrage was not adopted until
1848 and the conflict between radicals and conser-
vatives embedded in the revolution remained
important to French political debate for the next
two hundred years.

Marx described the revolution as a ‘gigantic
broom’ sweeping away ‘all manner of medieval
rubbish’. The shockwaves of the events in France
certainly reverberated throughout Europe as ruling
classes in other countries saw their very existence
imperilled. The revolution’s mixed outcomes
notwithstanding, its progressive character is indis-
putable:

» Dolitically, the revolution destroyed absolute
monarchy based on divine right. It established
the future shape of liberal democracy: popular
sovereignty, a professional bureaucracy and a
liberal philosophy.

» Economically, the revolution weakened aristo-
cratic control over the peasantry, helping to
create the conditions under which market rela-
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tions could spread and capitalism would even-
tually emerge.

» Ideologically, the revolution was strongly
secular, fathering individual rights enforceable
through codified law. It was also powerfully
nationalist: the nation became the transcendent
bond, uniting all citizens in patriotic fervour.

What light, then, can the social psychological
and structural theories offered by Davies and
Skocpol cast on the French Revolution? Davies’s
concept of relative deprivation certainly helps in
understanding the peasant revolts, driven as they
were by the conjunction of a failed harvest and a
series of failed government policies which had
raised but not satisfied popular expectations.

But there seems little doubt that Skocpol’s per-
spective offers deeper insight. The international
dimension behind 1789 can be seen in France’s
generally unsuccessful competition with England
in the eighteenth century. The limited domestic
effectiveness of the monarchy was then demon-
strated by its inability to pay for foreign adven-
tures, resulting in a fiscal crisis that came to a head
in the late 1780s. Further, Skocpol’s emphasis on
the complex dynamics and long-term effects of
revolution certainly fits the French experience.
The French Revolution became far more than a
peasant revolt.

The Russian Revolution

Just as the French Revolution mapped the con-
tours of liberal democracy, so the Russian
Revolution of October 1917 established the
world’s first communist state. It signalled the
advent of a regime, an ideology and a revolu-
tionary movement which sought to overthrow
Western democracy. The Russian Revolution was a
pivotal event of the twentieth century.

The Russian Revolution swept away the ram-
shackle and decaying empire of the Tsar, just as its
French counterpart had destroyed medieval rem-
nants in that country over a century -earlier.
Although Russia underwent significant state-spon-
sored industrialization towards the end of the
nineteenth century, the political framework
remained conservative and autocratic. Under the
Tsarist bureaucracy, Russian society had remained

inert. In particular, the mass of poorly educated
peasants remained locked in serfdom, dependent
on the landowning nobility. Russia was an impor-
tant imperial power but, domestically, its political,
economic and social structures were falling behind
its Western competitors.

The country was ripe for revolution and was rec-
ognized to be such at the time. But in Russia,
unlike France, a dress rehearsal occurred before the
revolution proper got under way. An unsuccessful
war with Japan stimulated a naval mutiny in
1905, leading to a failed insurrection. The govern-
ment quickly concluded the war with Japan,
freeing loyal troops to suppress what the regime
claimed was a ‘passing squall’ of domestic rebel-
lion.

A decade later, the military disasters of the First
World War, and the resulting economic and
administrative chaos within Russia, could not be
dismissed so easily. By 1917, the capacity of the
central government to rule Russia had virtually
disintegrated. The Tsarist regime collapsed in
March, to be replaced by a weak provisional gov-
ernment. Reflecting Lenin’s decisive leadership,
the Bolsheviks succeeded in November in
replacing this administration, though to say that
they seized ‘power’ would be to understate
domestic disorder (‘Bolshevik’, meaning majority,
was the name of a radical faction in the broad
Marxist movement).

In Russia, as in France, the revolution was made
not by an insurrection but by the transformation
of the political order which followed. Even before
Lenin ended Russia’s involvement in world war in
1918, the country was consumed by civil war
lasting until 1921. The decisive outcome was the
reestablishment of central authority in the form of
a communist dictatorship. The Bolsheviks, despite
their democratic and anarchist origins, developed
into a communist party wielding a monopoly of
power. In this fateful transition, Lenin’s notion of
the vanguard party — an elite body of revolution-
aries which claimed to understand the long-term
interests of the working class better than that class
itself — provided the crucial rationale.

Why did the first major communist revolution
of the twentieth century occur in one of the less-
developed links in the capitalist chain? After all,
Marx himself had predicted that such events
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would occur in advanced capitalist countries with
an industrial working class, not in largely unmod-
ernized agrarian societies such as Russia. Here,
Davies’s theory of relative deprivation provides
useful service. Although nineteenth-century Russia
remained a poor country with a serf economy, the
Tsar did institute important reforms between
1860 and 1904, including notional freedom for
the serfs, the introduction of a modern legal
system, state-sponsored industrialization and
general liberalization.

But these reforms served only to induce relative
deprivation. Although the peasants were theoreti-
cally free, most remained burdened by debt. Many
flocked to the expanding cities in fruitless search
of a better life. Rapid economic expansion in the
final decade of the 1890s, stimulated by industrial
development, turned into recession in the first
decade of the twentieth century as Western money
markets contracted. Expectations raised by polit-
ical reforms were dashed by the Tsar’s inability to
push ahead with further, more radical changes. In
these ways, reform oscillated with repression in a
perfect formula for fostering relative deprivation.

Where Davies is less successful is in explaining
why an attempted revolution failed in Russia in
1905 but another succeeded just twelve years later.
At this point, Skocpol’s emphasis on regime col-
lapse amid international failure comes back into
play. With Russia’s armies outclassed by the supe-
rior equipment and support available to
Germany’s forces, the Tsar’s regime disintegrated

from within, leading to a power vacuum which
Lenin’s Bolsheviks were able to exploit during the
summer and autumn of 1917.

Key reading

Next step: Putnam (2000, 2001) is an inter-
esting assessment of the decline of social participa-
tion in the USA, with an eye to its political
impact.

Verba et al. (1995) also examine the United States
in their major study of participation. For a compa-
rable British investigation see Parry ez al. (1992).
For gender differences specifically, see Burns ez /.
(2001). On social movements, see Tarrow (1998)
for a general account, Zirakzadeh (1997) for a
comparative study, della Porta ez al. (1999) for the
global context; and Ibarra (2003) and Norris
(2002) for the uncertain relationship between the
movements and orthodox democracy. The litera-
ture on participation in post-communist societies
is now expanding; on Russia, see Eckstein
(1998b). For participation in African transitions,
see Bratton and van de Walle (1997, ch. 4). Lutz
and Lutz (2004) and Whittaker (2004) examine
terrorism while Buckley and Fawn (2003) consider
responses to September 11. On revolutions, see
Skocpol (1979) for a classic analysis, Foran (1997)
for theoretical accounts and Halliday (1999) for
the links between revolutions and world politics.
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Part Il

LINKING SOCIETY AND GOVERNMENT

In this part, we examine the formal mechanisms
through which society influences government. We
begin with the main linking device in established
democracies: elections. We then turn to interest
groups, discussing how such associations protect

their own turf and, in some cases, promote their
vision of the public good. And we conclude with
an analysis of political parties, many of which orig-
inate in society but which, in power, are charged
with directing the state and thereby leading society.
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s Katz (1997, p. 3) writes, ‘elections are the

defining institution of modern democracy’.
During the brief period of an election campaign,
voters are the masters and are seen to be so. To
examine the electoral process is therefore to
analyse the central device which has made repre-
sentative democracy a feasible proposition for
large countries.

The most obvious function of elections is to
provide a competition for office and a means of
holding the winners to account. In addition, an
election campaign permits a dialogue between
voters and candidates, and so between society and
state. Like coronations of old, competitive elec-
tions also endow the new office-holders with
authority, contributing thereby to the effectiveness
with which duties can be performed (Ginsberg,
1982).

We should note, however, that not all elections
are competitive. Most authoritarian rulers main-
tain a legislature, and typically employ controlled
elections as the means of recruitment to their
assemblies. Even these non-competitive elections
can provide a measure of legitimacy with the inter-
national community, as well as a panel of docile
representatives who can safely be permitted to
raise harmless grievances emanating from their
local area.

But it is competitive elections in a democratic
setting that provide the main focus of this chapter.
We begin with the neglected issues of the scope
and franchise of elections. We then turn to elec-

toral systems, voting behaviour, turnout and refer-
endums. The final sections discuss the specific
characteristics of elections in new democracies and
authoritarian states.

Scope and franchise

An important question to ask about elections in
established democracies is how wide is their scope.
Which offices are subject to election is almost as
important as who has the right to vote. Compare
the United States and Britain. The USA is unique
in its massive range of elected offices, ranging
from the country’s president to the local dog-
catcher. In total, the USA possesses more than
500,000 elected offices, a figure reflecting a strong
tradition of local self-government. Britain would
need over 100,000 elected positions to match the
American ratio of elected posts to population. Yet
in Britain, as in many non-federal democracies in
the EU, voting has traditionally been confined to
elections for the European and national parlia-
ments and for local councils (however, the Labour
government elected in 1997 did introduce elected
parliaments to Scotland and Wales). Similarly,
Australia has many more elected posts than does
New Zealand, even when Australia’s larger popula-
tion is taken in account.

Other things being equal, the greater the
number of offices subject to competitive election,
the more democratic a political system becomes.
However, there are dangers in electionitis. One is
voter fatigue, leading to a fall in attention, turnout
and the quality of choice. In particular, the least
important elections tend to become second-order
contests: that is, their outcomes reflect the popu-
larity of national parties even though they do not
install a national government. The difficulty with
such second-order contests is that they weaken the
link between performance in office and the voters’

response (Anderson and Ward, 1996).

145
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Many American electors, for example, still vote a
straight party ticket for all the offices included on
a single ballot. This easy option involves no
scrutiny at all of specific contests and can lead to a
party winning many extra posts on the coat-tails
of a popular candidate for the White House.
Similar processes operate in Europe. Elections to
the European Parliament become referendums on
national governments, although their supposed
purpose is to elect a member for the European
Parliament.

The franchise (who can vote) is another impor-
tant, and rather underemphasized, aspect of elec-
tions. Following a reduction in the voting age in
the 1960s or 1970s, the franchise in most democ-
racies extends to nearly all citizens aged at least 18.
A few countries are now contemplating a further
reduction in the voting age to 16.

This wide franchise is fairly recent, particularly
for women. Few countries can match Australia
and New Zealand where women have been elec-
tors since the start of the twentieth century. In
some countries, women did not gain the vote on
the same terms as men until after 1945, reflecting
male recognition of women’s contribution to the
war effort (Table 8.1).

The main remaining exclusions from suffrage
are criminals, the insane and non-citizen residents
such as guest workers. Yet in each of these areas
there may still be room for further progress.
Should the electoral process adopt techniques
enabling people with even severe learning difficul-
ties to express preferences? Is denial of the vote
really an appropriate response to citizens convicted
of a criminal offence?

And how should the franchise respond to inter-
national mobility? Should non-citizen residents be
granted the vote in the country where they live,
work and pay taxes? And should citizens living
overseas (not just government employees such as
soldiers on foreign service) retain the vote in their
country of citizenship? If we answer yes to both
questions, migrants would be able to vote in two
countries, giving them twice the electoral weight
of the stay-at-homes. Such questions illustrate in
practical form the difficulties in reconciling states,
and elections organized in them, with the
demands of a more global world.

Some political systems are adopting a more flex-

ible approach to these contemporary franchise
issues. Within the European Union, citizens of
country A who reside in country B can vote in
local and European, but not national, elections in
country B (Day and Shaw, 2002). And since 1975
American citizens living abroad, now numbering
over 7 million, retain there vote in federal elec-

tions in the USA.

Electoral systems: legislatures

Most controversy about electoral systems centres
on the rules for converting votes into seats. Such
rules are as important as they are technical. They
form the inner workings of democracy, sometimes
as little understood by ordinary voters as the
engine of a car but just as essential to the opera-
tion of the political machine. In this section, we
examine the rules for translating votes into seats in
parliamentary elections (Box 9.1).

In elections to the legislature, the main question
is whether an electoral system ensures that the
seats obtained by a party are directly proportional
to votes received. Proportional representation (PR)
means that a mechanism to achieve this goal is
built into the allocation of seats. However, some
electoral systems — namely, the plurality and
majority methods — are non-proportional. They
offer no guarantee that parties will receive the
same share of seats as of votes. We examine the

older non-proportional formats before turning to
PR.

Plurality and majority systems

In non-proportional systems, parties are not
rewarded in proportion to the share of the vote
they obtain; instead, ‘the winner takes all’ within
each district, whether a Canadian riding, an
American district or a British constituency. These
systems take one of two forms: plurality or
majority.

In the plurality (also called ‘first-past-the-post’)
format, the winning candidate is simply the one
who receives most votes in each electoral district.
A plurality of votes suffices; a majority is unneces-
sary. Despite its antiquity and simplicity, the plu-
rality system is rare and becoming rarer. It survives
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profle THE UNITED STATES

Population: 290m.

Gross domestic product per head:
$37,600.

Form of government: a presidential,
federal republic.

Legislature: the 435-member House of
Representatives is the lower house.
The 100-member Senate, perhaps the
world’s most influential upper
chamber, contains two directly elected
senators from each state.

Executive: the president is supported by
a massive apparatus, including the
400-strong White House Office, and

the Executive Office of the President,
numbering around 2,000.The Cabinet
is far less significant than in, say,
Britain.

Judiciary: the Supreme Court heads a
dual system of federal and state
courts.This nine-member body can
nullify laws and actions running
counter to the constitution. Many
political issues are resolved through
the court system.

Electoral system: the USA is one of the
few countries still employing the plu-
rality method.The president is elected

indirectly through an electoral college.
A candidate who wins the key states
may be elected through this college
even if he comes second in the
popular vote, as in 2000.

Party system: the Democratic and

Republican parties show extraordi-
nary resilience, despite periodic
threats from third parties.The survival
of the major parties reflects ideolog-
ical flexibility, an entrenched position
in law and the bias of plurality elec-
tions against minor parties.

With the end of the Cold War, the United States became
the world’s one remaining superpower.This unique
status is based partly on the country’s hard power:a
large population, the ability to project military force
anywhere and a dynamic economy accounting for a
third of the world’s total production.Yet America’s soft
power is also significant. Its leading position in the tech-
nology, media and telecommunications sector is under-
pinned by a strong base in science and university
education. Its culture, brand names and language have
universal appeal.

Above all, America retains a faith that it is bound to
lead, a confidence demonstrated by its robust reaction
to 9/11. Military interventions in Afghanistan (2001) and
Iraq (2003) confirm that the USA remains willing to use
its hard power, even at the risk in the latter case of
damage to its reputation (Nye, 2002).

The internal politics of the United States is therefore of
vital interest. Ironically, the world’s No. 1 operates a
political system intended to frustrate decisive policy-
making. By constitutional design, power is divided
between federal and state governments.The centre is
itself fragmented between the executive, legislature
and judiciary. American politics is extraordinarily plural-
istic; reforms are more easily blocked by interest groups
than carried through by the executive.

The president, the only official elected by a national
constituency, finds his plans obstructed by a legislature
which is among the most powerful and decentralized in
the world. Substantial reforms such as the New Deal
require a major crisis, such as the Depression, to bring
forth that rare consensus which generates rapid reform.
Excepting such times of crisis, Washington politics is a

ceaseless quest for that small amount of common
ground on which all interests can agree.The president
may lead the world but the separation of powers mean
that in domestic politics he is a supplicant like any
other.

Similar paradoxes abound in the American experience
with elections:

»

The United States has over 500,000 elected offices,
more than anywhere else, yet turnout is low for most
of them, including the presidency.

A premise of equality underlies elections yet
Southern blacks were effectively denied the vote
until the Voting Rights Act of 1965.

The’log cabin to White House' ideal is widely
accepted but money is increasingly necessary,
though not sufficient, for electoral success.

Many states use devices of direct democracy (e.g.the
recall of the California governor in 2003) but the con-
stitution does not allow national referendums.
Elections are expected to involve debates between
candidates and parties but in many contests adver-
tising by interest groups overwhelms the candidates’
voices.

Elections should create legitimacy for the winner but
the many confusions of the 2000 presidential elec-
tion — including the fact that more electors voted for
Al Gore than for George W. Bush — hardly contributed
to the authority with which the eventual winner
entered the White House.

Further reading: McKay (2001b), Wilson and Dilulio
(2004)
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BOX 9.1
Electoral systems: legislatures

PLURALITY AND MAJORITY SYSTEMS

1.Simple plurality: ‘first past the post’

Procedure  Leading candidate elected on first and
only ballot.

Where used Nine countries, including Bangladesh,
Canada, India, UK and USA.

2. Absolute majority: alternative vote (‘preferential
vote’)
Procedure  Voters rank candidates. If no candidate

wins a majority of first preferences, the

bottom candidate is eliminated and his or

her votes are redistributed according to
second preferences. Repeat until a candi-
date has a majority.

Where used Australia.

3.Two-ballot systems

Procedure
ballot, the leading candidates (usually the
top two) face a second, run-off election.

Where used Mali, Ukraine (1994 only). For the French

National Assembly, all candidates winning

the support of more than 12.5 per cent of
the electorate on the first ballot go
through to the second round.The candi-
date securing most votes wins this addi-
tional ballot.

PROPORTIONAL SYSTEMS

4.List system

Procedure  Votes are cast for a party’s list of candi-
dates though in many countries the
elector can also express support for indi-
vidual candidates on the list.

Where used Twenty-nine countries, including Brazil,
the Czech Repubilic, Israel, Netherlands,
South Africa and Sweden.

5.Single transferable vote (STV)
Procedure  \Voters rank candidates in order of prefer-
ence. Any candidate needs to achieve a

If no candidate wins a majority on the first

set number of votes (the quota) to be
elected. All candidates are elected who
exceed this quota on first preferences.
Their‘surplus’ votes (that is, the number
by which they exceeded the quota) are
then distributed to the second prefer-
ences shown on these ballot papers.
When no candidate has reached the
quota, the bottom candidate is elimi-
nated and these votes are also trans-
ferred. Continue until all seats are filled.
Where used Ireland, Estonia (1990 only).

MIXED SYSTEMS

6. Mixed member majoritarian (MMM)

Procedure  Some candidates are elected for electoral
districts and others through PR. Electors
normally have two votes. One is for the
district election (which usually uses the
plurality method) and the other for a PR
contest (usually party list).In MMM, these
two tiers are separate, with no mecha-
nism to achieve a proportional result
overall.

Where used Seven countries, including Japan, Russia
and Thailand.

7.Mixed member proportional (MMP) or the

‘Additional member system’ (AMS)

Procedure  As for MMM, except that the two tiers are
linked so as to deliver a proportional
outcome overall.The party vote deter-
mines the number of seats to be won by
each party. Elected candidates are drawn
first from the party’s winners in the dis-
trict contests, topped up as required by
candidates from the party’s list.

Where used Seven countries, including Germany, Italy,
Mexico and Venezuela.

Note: The figures for the number of states employing each method
are not based on all countries but just on the 58 democracies (lower
chamber) examined in LeDuc et al. (2002b).
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mainly in Britain and British-influenced states
such as Canada, various Caribbean islands, India
and the United States. However, because India is
so populous, around half the world’s people living
under democratic rule still use first past the post
(Lijphart, 1999).

The crucial point about the plurality method is
the bonus in seats it offers to the party leading in
votes. In the Canadian election of 2000, for
example, the Liberals gained a majority of seats on
a minority of votes (Table 9.1). To see how this
bias operates, consider an example in which just
two parties, the Reds and the Blues, compete in
every constituency. Suppose the Reds win by one
vote in every district. There could not be a closer
contest in votes yet the Reds sweep the board in
seats. This demonstrates the inherent bias of a
method which, within each district, offers every-
thing to the winner and nothing to the losers.

The political significance of this amplifying
effect lies in its ability to deliver government by a
single majority party. In parliamentary systems
with national parties, the plurality method is a
giant conjuring trick, pulling the rabbit of
majority government out of the hat of a divided
society. In Britain as well as Canada, a secure par-
liamentary majority for the winner is customary
even though a majority in the popular vote for a
single party is exceptional. This characteristic is
decisive for those who consider that the function
of an electoral system is to deliver majority gov-
ernment by a single party.

It is, however, important to note that this ampli-
fier works best when major parties compete
throughout the country. The British contest
between Labour and the Conservatives still fits
this bill, enabling the swing of the pendulum to
deliver a parliamentary majority first for one party,
then for the other. But where parties are more
fragmented, as in India, majority government is
less likely. In India’s increasingly regional party
system, plurality elections have not delivered
majority government since 1989. The ability of
the plurality method to produce majority govern-
ment is often exaggerated because of a failure to
consider how the system works beyond its British
homeland. Weakening party loyalties, further-
more, mean that a national competition between
just two strong parties is becoming less prevalent.

The capacity of first past the post to produce
majority government, at least given national com-
petition between two parties, is often presented as
the method’s greatest strength. But the plurality
system also possesses a remarkable weakness. It
offers no guarantee that the party which wins the
most votes will secure the largest number of seats
in the legislature. It is perfectly possible for a
party’s votes to be distributed so efficiently that it
wins a majority of seats even with fewer votes than
its main competitor.

Again, take a hypothetical example. Suppose the
Blues pile up massive majorities in their own geo-
graphical stronghold while the Reds scrape home
with narrow wins throughout the rest of the
country. The Reds could well win more seats
despite obtaining fewer votes, reflecting the greater
efficiency of their vote distribution. This possi-
bility arises because the average number of votes
required to win a seat is not constant but varies
between parties according to how their votes are
distributed across constituencies.

This bizarre situation has arisen twice in postwar
British general elections. In February 1974, for
example, Labour won four more seats than the
Conservatives, and formed a minority administra-
tion, even though the Conservatives won over
200,000 more votes. For Lijphart (1999, p. 134),
this possibility of ‘seat victories for parties that are
mere runners-up in vote totals is probably the plu-
rality method’s gravest democratic deficit’. If we
were designing an electoral system from scratch,
we would surely reject a method in which the
party with most votes could fail to win most seats.

In addition, the importance of constituency
boundaries to the result of plurality elections gives
incentives for parties to engage in gerrymandering
— deliberate manipulation of boundaries so as to
improve the efficiency of a party’s vote.

Definition

Gerrymandering is the art of drawing seat boun-
daries in plurality elections to maximize the effi-
ciency (seats-to-votes ratio) of a party’s support.
The term comes from a constituency designed by
Governor Gerry of Massachusetts in 1812.1t was
so long, narrow and wiggly that it reminded one
observer of a salamander - hence gerrymander.
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Table 9.1 The Canadian elections of 1993 and 2000

1993 2000

Party Votes Number Votes Number

(%) of seats (%) of seats
Liberal 42 177 41 173
Conservative 16 2 12 12
New Democratic Party 7 9 9 13
Reform/Alliance 19 52 26 66
Bloc Québécois 14 54 11 37
Total (98) (294) (99) (301)

parties not shown.

Note: The bold entries show the extreme bias against the Conservatives in 1993 and the bias in favour of the Liberals in both elections.. Minor

The plurality system, familiar to us from Britain
and the United States, is not the only form of
non-proportional representation. There is also a
less common but perhaps more democratic
version: the majoritarian method. As its name
implies, this formula requires a majority of votes
for the winning candidate, an outcome normally
achieved through a second ballot. If no candidate
wins a majority on the first round, an additional
ballot is held, usually a run-off between the top
two candidates.

Many countries in Western Europe used
majority voting before switching to PR early in
the twentieth century. The system remains signifi-
cant in France and its ex-colonies. For democrats,
the argument for a majoritarian system is intu-
itively quite strong: namely, that no candidate
should be elected without being shown to be
acceptable to a majority of voters or even, where
the rules so require, to a majority of electors.

Within the majoritarian category, the alterna-
tive vote (AV) is a rather efficient way of
achieving a majority outcome in a single ballot
within single-member seats. In this system,
devised by an American academic in the 1870s,
voters rank candidates in order of preference.
However, lower preferences only come into play if
no candidate gains a majority of first preferences
on the first count (see Box 9.1). AV is used for
Australia’s lower chamber, the House of
Representatives. Compared to simple plurality
voting, AV takes into account more information

about voters’ preferences but it is not necessarily
more proportional.

Proportional representation

We move now from non-proportional systems to
proportional representation. PR is more recent
than non-proportional systems; it emerged in con-
tinental Europe towards the end of the nineteenth
century, stimulated by the founding of associa-
tions dedicated to electoral reform. Even so, PR is
now more common than plurality and majority
systems; it has been the method of choice for most
democratic countries since the early 1920s (Blais
and Massicote, 2002, p. 41). PR is the norm in
Western and now Eastern Europe. It also predomi-
nates in Latin America.

The guiding principle of PR is to represent
parties rather than territory. The idea is straight-
forward and plausible: namely, that parties should
be awarded seats in direct proportion to their
share of the vote. In a perfectly proportional
system, every party would receive the same share
of seats as of votes; 40 per cent of the votes would
mean 40 per cent of the seats.

Although the mechanics of PR are designed
with the principle of proportionality in mind,
most ‘PR’ systems are not perfectly proportional.
They usually offer at least some bonus to the
largest party, though less than most non-propor-
tional methods, and they also discriminate by
design or practice against the smallest parties. For
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these reasons, it would be wrong to assume that
any system labelled ‘proportional’ must be per-
fectly so.

A single party rarely wins a majority of seats
under PR. Hence majority governments are
unusual and coalitions become standard. Because
PR usually leads to post-election negotiations in
parliament about which parties will form the next
government, it is best interpreted as a method of
selecting parliaments rather than governments.

How does PR achieve the goal of proportion-
ality? The most common method, by far, is the list
system. An elector votes for a slate of the party’s
candidates rather than for just a single person. The
number of votes won by a party determines how
many candidates are elected from that party’s list.
The order in which candidates appear on the list
(decided by the party itself) governs which people
are elected to represent that party. For example,
suppose a party wins 10 per cent of the vote in an
election to a 150-seat assembly. That party will be
entitled to 15 members, who will be the top 15
candidates on its list.

List systems vary in how much choice they give
voters between candidates on a party’s list. At one
extreme stand the closed party lists used in
Portugal, South Africa and Spain. In these coun-
tries, voters have no choice over candidates; they
simply vote for a party. This gives party officials
enormous, and perhaps excessive, control over
political recruitment.

However, most list systems do give voters at least
some choice between candidates. Switzerland and
Luxembourg operate exceptionally open lists in
which electors are given the opportunity to vote
either for a party’s list or for an individual candi-
date from the list. But most voters spurn the
choice; they adopt the simple procedure of voting
for a party’s entire slate.

List systems require multimember constituen-
cies. Normally, the country is divided into a set of
multimember districts and seats are allocated sepa-
rately within each district. Using constituencies in
this way preserves some territorial basis to repre-
sentation but, in the absence of an additional
compensating device, reduces the proportionality
of the outcome.

The number of members returned per district is
known as the district magnitude. This figure is a

critical influence on how proportional PR systems
are in practice (Lijphart, 1994). As Farrell (2001,
p. 79) observes, ‘the basic relationship for all pro-
portional systems is: the larger the constituency
size, and hence the larger the district magnitude,
the more proportional the result’. For example,
Spain is divided into 52 small districts, returning
an average of just seven members each. This small
magnitude means that a party winning a limited
share of the vote may not be entitled to any seats
at all. Indeed, in 2000 the Popular Party won a
majority of seats with just 44 per cent of the vote,
confirming the boost which proportional systems
with a small district magnitude give to the leading
party.

However, in the Netherlands, Israel and
Slovakia, the whole country serves as a single large
constituency, extending proportionality even to
small parties. The Israeli election of 1999, for
example, saw a total of 15 parties winning seats in
the 120-member Knesset. By dispensing with
smaller electoral districts, such countries eliminate
the vaunted link between constituency and repre-

sentative found in single-member plurality
systems.
Definition

District magnitude increases with to the
number of representatives chosen for each
electoral district. Under proportional
representation, the more representatives to

be elected for a district, the more proportional
the electoral system can be.When the entire
country serves as a single district, very small
parties can win representation in parliament. By
contrast, when only three or four members are
elected per district, smaller parties often fail to
win a seat even with a respectable vote.Thus the
‘proportionality’ of a PR system is not fixed but
varies with its district magnitude.

Most list systems add an explicit threshold of
representation below which small parties receive
no seats at all, whatever their entitlement under
the list formula (Table 9.2). Thresholds, operating
at district or national level, help to protect the leg-
islature from extremists. As Kostadinova (2002)
observes, ‘the threshold is a powerful mechanism
for reducing fragmentation in the assembly. It can
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Table 9.2 Explicit thresholds of representation in
some PR systems

Country Threshold
(minimum share of total vote
required to be awarded any list
seats)

Turkey 10%

Moldova 6%

Czech Republic,

Germany, Poland 5%

Hungary, Norway,

Sweden 4%

Denmark 2%

Note: Hungary and Germany use mixed electoral systems. German
parties winning three district contests achieve representation in the
Bundestag even if they fall below the 5% threshold on the party
vote.

Sources: Jasiewicz (2003), LeDuc et al.(2002a).

be and is manipulated by elites to cut off access to
parliament for smaller parties.”

Turkey is a case in point. Its demanding
threshold of 10 per cent of votes cast was designed
by the country’s secular rulers to exclude small
Islamic parties. However, such a high hurdle can
have capricious results. In the 2002 election — won
ironically by a party with Islamic origins — over 40
per cent of voters supported a party which did not
win any seats in parliament. Here is a striking case
of PR’ delivering a most unproportional, and
seemingly unfair, outcome.

Mixed systems

Plurality and PR systems are usually considered
alternatives yet a hybrid form has emerged which
combines the two. This mixed method seeks the
best of both worlds (Shugart and Wattenberg,
2000). It combines the geographical representa-
tion of the plurality method with the party repre-
sentation of PR.

Germany is the source of this ingenious com-
promise. There, electors have two votes: one for a
district candidate and the other for a regional
party list. Half the seats in the Bundestag are filled

by candidates elected by plurality voting within
each electoral district. However, the party list vote
is more important because it determines the total
number of seats to be awarded to each party
within each region. Candidates from the party’s
list are used to top up its directly elected candi-
dates until the correct — that is, proportional —
number of seats is achieved within each region.
Should a party win more district seats than its
entitlement under the party vote, it retains the
extra seats and the Bundestag expands in size. In
2002, the SPD won four excess mandates, as they
are called, and the CDU one (Scarrow, 2002a).

Table 9.3 shows how the German electoral
system operated in the 2002 election. Note that
without the party list component, the Free
Democrats would not be represented in the
Bundestag at all. Similarly, the Greens would have
only one seat, precluding them from achieving
their current elevated position as a coalition
partner of the SPD in Europe’s largest and wealth-
iest democracy.

Because of the additional members drawn from
the party list, Germany’s format is often described
as an additional member system (AMS). The com-
promise character of AMS has encouraged other
countries, including Italy and New Zealand, to
experiment with similar methods, though some-
times varying the balance between district and list
members. The system has also been adopted for
the Scottish and Welsh assemblies in the UK.

Other countries have introduced the idea of sep-
arate district and party list votes but without any
top-up device to achieve a proportional outcome
overall. Countries using this non-proportional
mixed member majoritarian (MMM) system
include Japan, Thailand, Russia and several other
post-communist countries.

Assessing electoral systems

In assessing electoral systems, an issue arising is
the relationship between electoral systems and
party systems. This topic remains a matter of con-
troversy. In a classic work, Duverger (1954, p.
217) argued that ‘an almost complete correlation
is observable’ between the plurality method and a
two-party system; he suggested that this relation-
ship, based on mechanical and psychological
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Table 9.3 How the additional member system works: the German federal election of September 2002

A B C D E
Party Party list vote Number (and %) of ~ Number of list seats ~ Final number
(%) constituency seats awarded (to bring (and %) of seats
won column Emorein line for each party
with column B) (C+D)

Source: Federal Statistical Office at http://www.destatis.de.

Social Democrats (SPD) 38.5 171 (57.2%) 80 251 (41.7%)
Christian Democrats/

Christian Social Union

(CDU/CSV) 38.5 125 (41.8%) 123 248 (41.1%)
Greens 8.6 1(0.3%) 54 55(9.1%)
Free Democrats (FDP) 74 0(-) 47 47 (7.8%)
Party of Democratic

Socialism (PDS) 4.0 2 (0.7%) 0 2(0.3%)
Others 3.0 0(-) 0 0

Total 100 299 (100%) 304 603 (100%)
Notes:

1. The PDS did not pass the 5% threshold required for the award of seats from its party list.
2. The table shows the national outcome from an allocation of list seats which takes place at regional level.
3. Turnout: 79.1%. Spoilt ballots: 1.2% (party list vote), 1.5% (constituency vote).

effects, approached that of ‘a true sociological law’.
At the time, Duverger’s law seemed to favour the
plurality system since PR and its accompanying
multiparty systems were still found guilty by their
association with unstable coalition governments.

Definition

Duverger (1954) distinguished two effects of
electoral systems.The mechanical effect arises
directly from the rules converting votes into
seats. An example is the threshold for represen-
tation used in many proportional systems.The
psychological effect is the impact of the rules
on how electors cast their votes. For example, the
plurality system used in Britain and the USA dis-
courages electors from supporting minor parties
with little realistic chance of victory in the voter’s
home district.

But in the 1960s a reaction set in against
attributing weight to political institutions such as
electoral systems. Writers such as Rokkan (1970)

adopted a more sociological approach, pointing
out that social cleavages had produced multiparty
systems in Europe long before PR was adopted
early in the twentieth century. Bringing the argu-
ment up to date, Jasiewicz (2003, p. 182) makes
exactly the same point about post-communist
Europe: ‘political fragmentation usually preceded
the adoption of a PR-based voting system, not
vice versa'.

Furthermore, Duverger’s law has declined in
authority with the emergence of more regional
party systems in two countries still using plurality
elections: India and Canada. In a recent compara-
tive study, Norris (2004, p. 164) does find that the
evidence ‘supports Duverger’s generalization that
plurality electoral systems tend towards party
dualism while PR is associated with multipar-
tyism’. However, the observed difference is small.
Electoral systems are only one of several influences
on the number of parties achieving representation.

Much ink has also been used on a related issue:
the question of which is the ‘best’ electoral system.
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In truth there is no such thing; different horses
run best on different courses. For example, in
countries with intense social divisions such as
Northern Ireland, PR will provide at least some
representation for parties based on minority
groups. In this way, the risk of majority tyranny is
reduced.

By contrast, in the context of national competi-
tion between two main parties, plurality systems
usually result in government by a single victorious
party. Each new government can implement its
policies without needing to water them down
through compromises with coalition partners.
This philosophy is seen in the UK, where the
losing party is willing to trust its opponents to get
on with the task of governing, secure in the
knowledge that its own time will come again.

It must be acknowledged, though, that the plu-
rality method can thrust parties in and out of
office in an erratic and exaggerated way. Canada is
a good example. In 1984, the Conservatives won
three-quarters of the seats on just half the vote.
Nine years later they were unmade in an aston-
ishing election which reduced their representation
to just two seats despite retaining 16 per cent
support (Table 9.1).

Whatever their theoretical weaknesses, electoral
systems tend to persist once established by a
founding election. After all, parties elected to
power under one system have no incentive to
change to another. Yet although electoral reform is
uncommon, it is far from unknown. Japan, Italy
and New Zealand each changed their electoral
system in the 1990s. All three countries adopted
the fashionable additional member system. These
countries therefore provide useful case studies of
the impact of electoral reform. Over the short
term, the effects seemed to be limited:

» In Japan, the object was to reduce the signifi-
cance of money in elections by ending an
unusual system that forced candidates from the
same party into competition with each other.
Yet even today factionalism and corruption
continue to inhibit real policy debate (Reed and
Thies, 2002).

» Reformers in Italy wanted to escape from the
unstable coalitions produced by PR. In their
place, reformers sought to encourage a small

number of large parties that would alternate in
power, British-style. Yet the first government
produced under Italy’s new electoral law lasted
just eight months and the parties still rely on
regional rather than national support (Katz,
2002).

» In New Zealand, the motive was to reduce the
unrestrained power of the single-party govern-
ments produced by the plurality method.
Again, however, the first parliamentary term
under the new system was hardly a great
success. It was marked by a fractious and
unstable coalition involving New Zealand First,
a new party dominated by a leader who had
been expelled from the larger National Party
(Denemark, 2002).

Over the medium term, however, electoral
reform in these countries may deliver at least some
of the desired benefits. Japanese debate now
accepts the weaknesses of factionalism, even if fac-
tions themselves remain robust. New Zealand is
growing accustomed to coalitions and in 1999 its
electorate voted New Zealand First not just out of
office but almost out of parliament.

But it is Italy that provides perhaps the best
recent example of electoral reform achieving some
of its objectives. Although the country continues
to be governed by coalitions of regional parties,
these groupings now represent broad left- and
right-wing traditions and have achieved an alter-
nation in office. As Newell and Bull (2002, p. 26)

note,

The Italian election of 2001 resulted in alterna-
tion in office between a coalition of the centre-
right and an incumbent centre-left government
seeking re-election. This was the first time this
had happened since the birth of the Italian

Republic . . . The election brought to office a
pre-constituted  coalition with an overall
majority.

Electoral systems: presidents

Electoral systems for choosing presidents receive
less attention than those for electing legislatures.
Yet most countries have an elected president and
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sometimes, as in the Americas, the occupant has
clear executive powers. So this rather neglected
subject certainly deserves attention.

In one sense, the rules for electing presidents are
straightforward. Unlike seats in parliament, a one-
person presidency cannot be shared between
parties; the office is indivisible. So PR is impos-
sible and the main choice is between the plurality
and the majority method. However, in another
sense, presidential electoral systems are more com-
plicated: many, including the USA, are based on
indirect election through a special college.

We consider directly elected presidents first. As
Figure 9.1 shows, 61 of the 91 directly-elected
presidents in the world are chosen by a majority
system. The reason, presumably, is that it is more
important to confirm majority backing for a single
president than for every single member of a legis-
lature. Most majority elections for president use a
second ballot of the top two candidates if neither
wins a majority of votes in the first round. France,
once more, is a leading case.

Plurality contests, in which the candidate with
most votes on the first and only round wins, are
less common. This technique saves the expense of
two ballots but the winner may receive only a
small share of the vote when several serious candi-
dates emerge. To take an extreme illustration,
General Banzer won the Bolivian election of 1997
with just 20 per cent support, hardly a ringing
endorsement for a national chief executive.

A turther requirement used in a few presidential
elections is to impose a turnout threshold of 50
per cent. If turnout falls below that level, the
contest begins anew. Such requirements were
common in communist states, where the party
could dragoon electors to the polls, but are a dan-
gerous requirement in free elections. In the winter
of 2002/03, Serbia and Montenegro each experi-
enced two failed presidential elections.

As Figure 9.1 also shows, almost a third of presi-
dents manage to avoid the perils of direct election
altogether. Many of these are chosen via indirect
election where a special body (which may itself be
elected) supposedly acts as a buffer against the
whims of the people.

The United States was once an example. Most of
the Founding Fathers opposed direct election of
the president, fearing the dangers of democracy.

Countries

included in
study
(170)

Republics Morg;c)hms
(132)

President \ President
directly indirectly
elected elected or

(91) non-elected
/ Y (1)
Plurality Majority Mixed or
method method other
(20) 61) method
+ (10)

Majority Other

run-off (12)
(49)
Source: Blais, Massicotte and Dobrzynska (1997).

Figure 9.1 Methods for selecting presidents

After inconclusive debate at the consitutional con-
vention, they eventually settled on a form of indi-
rect election: an electoral college with delegates
selected by each state legislature as it saw fit. In
choosing the president, the delegates were expected
to show wisdom beyond that of ordinary voters.
Today, the college survives only as a procedural
relic, with nearly all delegates routinely voting for
the candidate to which they are pledged.

However, votes for American presidential candi-
dates are still counted by state, with the leading
candidate in a state winning all its votes in the
college. This federal feature means that a candi-
date can stll gain the White House despite
receiving fewer votes than his main opponent.
Four presidential elections have led to just such an
outcome. In 2000, not only did Al Gore win more
votes than Bush, he would also probably have won
had the United States employed the majority run-
off method. Such an outcome would have resulted
from first-round voters for the Green candidate
switching to Gore in the run-off. So we still
cannot regard the American format for electing
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presidents as a straight forward example of direct
election using the plurality method (Dahl, 2001,

p. 81).

Definition

Indirect election occurs when office-holders are
elected by a body which has itself been chosen
by a wider constituency. Indirect election was
widely used within communist parties as a
device for limiting democratic expression; each
level only elected the next level up.The device is
also employed in many presidential elections
and for upper houses of parliament.

Three other features of presidential elections are
worthy of note: the length of the term, the possi-
bility of reelection and the link with other elec-
tions. On the first of these points, the presidential
term is normally no shorter, and sometimes
longer, than for parliament. The longer the term,
the easier it is for presidents to adopt a broad per-
spective free from the immediate burden of reelec-
tion. At just four years, the term of office of
American presidents is unusually short. The
danger is that year one is spent acquiring experi-
ence and year four seeking reelection, leaving only
the middle period as years of accomplishment.

Second, term limits are often imposed,
restricting the incumbent to just one or two
periods in office (Box 9.2). The fear is that
without such constraints presidents will be able to
exploit their unique position to remain in office
too long. Thus, the USA introduced a two-term
limit after Franklin Roosevelt won four elections
in a row between 1932 and 1944. Mexican presi-
dents (like the deputies in parliament) cannot
stand for reelection.

As with many institutional fixes, term limits
solve one problem at the cost of creating another.
Lame-duck presidents lose clout as their term
nears its end. For instance, the Korean financial
crisis of 1997 coincided with the end of the presi-
dent’s non-renewable six-year tenure, adding to
uncertainty. Popular presidents, replete with confi-
dence and experience, may be debarred from
office at the peak of their power. Also, presidents
subject to term limits sometimes seek to alter the
constitution in order to permit their own reelec-
tion, a regular source of friction in Latin America.

Third, the timing of presidential elections is also
important. When they occur alongside elections to
the assembly, the successful candidate is more
likely to be drawn from the same party as domi-
nates the legislature. Without threatening the sep-
aration of powers, concurrent elections limit the
fragmentation of the presidential executive (Jones,
1995a). This thinking lay behind the reduction of
the French president’s term to five years in 2000,
the same tenure as the assembly.

Voting behaviour

Given that voters have a choice, how do they
decide who to vote for? Although this is the most
intensively studied question in all political science,
there is no single answer. As a broad summary,
however, since 1945 electors in the established
democracies have moved away from group and
party voting towards voting on issues, the
economy, leaders and party competence. Franklin
(1992) describes this process as ‘the decline of
cleavage politics and the rise of issue voting’.

For two decades after the Second World War,
most studies of electoral behaviour disputed the
intuitive proposition that voters do ‘choose’ which
party to support. An influential theory of electoral
choice, originally developed in the United States
in the 1950s, argued that voting was an act of
affirmation rather than choice (Campbell ez al.,
1960). Voting was seen as an expression of a
loyalty to a party, a commitment which was both
deep-seated and long-lasting. This ‘party identifi-
cation’, as it was termed, was acquired initially
through one’s family and then reinforced through
membership of politically uniform social groups
(for example, colleagues at work).

In the USA, party attachment was confirmed by
the traditional requirement to register as a party
supporter to be eligible to vote in its primaries.
American electors learned — or were taught — to
think of themselves as Democrats, Republicans or,
in a minority of cases, as Independents. This view
of the American voter as an habitual supporter of
a particular party is variously called the socializa-
tion, Michigan or party identification model.

In Europe voting expressed loyalty to a social
group rather than a party. The act of voting flowed
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BOX 9.2

Methods for electing presidents: some examples

* Reduced from seven years by constitutional amendment in 2000.

Source: Adapted from Jones (1995b). See also Nurmi and Nurmi (2002).

Country Method of election Term (years) Reelection permitted?

Argentina Electoral college 6 After one term out

Brazil Run-off 5 After one term out

Finland Plurality 6 Yes

France Run-off 5% Yes

Mexico Plurality 6 No

Russia Run-off 5 One term out required after two terms served
United States Electoral college 4 Two-term limit

from one’s identification with a particular religion,
class or ethnic group. Thus electors thought of
themselves as Catholic or Protestant, middle-class
or working-class; and they voted for parties which
explicitly stood for these interests. In short, social
identity anchored party choice. But whether the
emphasis was placed on identification with the
party (as in the USA) or with the social group (as
in Europe), voting was viewed more as a reflex
than as a choice. The electoral ‘decision’ was an
ingrained habit.

Definition

Party identification is a long-term attachment
to a particular party which anchors voters’inter-
pretations of the remote world of politics. Party
identification is often inherited through the
family and reinforced by the elector’s social
milieu. It influences, but is separate from, elec-
toral choice.The stability of party identification
was used to explain the continuity of Western
party systems in the 1950s and 1960s.

These models of party and group voting had
become less useful by the 1960s and 1970s. Those
decades witnessed partisan dealignment: that is,
the weakening of the ties which once bound
voters, social groups and political parties together.
Particularly in the third quarter of the century, the

proportion of party identifiers declined in many
established democracies (Box 9.3).

What caused this decline in party loyalties? One
factor was political: the decay was not uniform but
tended to be focused on periods of disillusionment
with governing parties. In the USA, for instance,
the fall of party identification was sharpest during
the period of the Vietham War and the associated
student protests.

Another factor in party dealignment was the
declining capacity of social cleavages to fashion
electoral choice. In Europe, class and religious
identities became less relevant to young, well-edu-
cated people living in urban, mobile and more
secular societies. Class voting, in fact, declined
throughout the democratic world, allowing
Dalton (2002, p. 193) to conclude that ‘class-
based voting . . . currently has limited influence in
structuring voting choices’. New divisions, such as
that between employees in the public and private
sectors, cut across rather than reinforced the tradi-
tional class cleavage (Knutsen, 2001). Television —
more neutral and leader-centred than the press —
also loosened old party loyalties.

The consequences of dealignment are still
emerging but will surely be substantial. Much of
the democratic world has already witnessed the
emergence of new parties with a more radical
complexion, such as the Greens, and a decline not
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just in turnout but also in active participation in
campaigns. Electoral volatility has grown, split-
ticket voting (where relevant) has increased and
more electors are deciding how to vote closer to
election day. Also, candidates and leaders seem to
have grown in importance relative to the parties
they represent (Dalton ez al., 2000).

However, in none of these areas have we
witnessed a complete transformation. In most
democracies, most of the time, most electors still
go to the polls to support the same party for
which they have always voted. Dealignment,
we should remind ourselves, refers to the weak-
ening of existing patterns and not to either their
disappearance (non-alignment) or the creation of
new links between cleavages and parties (realign-
ment).

Definition

Partisan dealignment refers to the weakening
of bonds between (a) electors and parties,and
(b) social groups and parties.In most established
democracies, such links have declined in
strength but they have not disappeared; elec-
torates are dealigning rather than dealigned.

The decay of group and party voting has led
political scientists to focus on the question of how
voters do now decide. The contemporary
emphasis is on four factors: political issues, the
economy, party leaders and party image. Fiorina’s
theory (1981) of retrospective voting captures
many of these themes. As developed by Fiorina,
retrospective voting means casting one’s ballot in
response to government performance; his phrase
tells us much about the character of contempo-
rary electoral behaviour. Electors do form a
general assessment of the government’s record
and, increasingly, they vote accordingly. A vote is
no longer an expression of a lifelong commit-
ment, rather it is becoming a piece of business
like any other. The elector asks of the govern-
ment, ‘what have you done for me (and the
country) lately?’

Retrospective voting helps to explain why eco-
nomic conditions, particularly disposable income,
unemployment and inflation, seem to have such a
consistent impact on the popularity of govern-
ments (Dorussen and Taylor, 2002). More voters

BOX 9.3
Decline in party identification,
1970s-1990s

Decline over 10%  Decline of 1-10%  No decline
Austria Australia Belgium
Canada Finland Denmark
France Japan

Germany Netherlands

Ireland New Zealand

Italy Norway

Sweden United Kingdom

USA

Note: Figures are based on a standard survey question asking
people whether they ‘think of themselves'as, for example, a
Democrat or a Republican. Decline is measured between an initial
survey (1967-78, depending on country) and a later survey (1991-
98).

Sources: Bentley et al.,(2000); Dalton and Wattenberg (2000).

now proceed on the brutal assumption that gov-
ernments should be punished for bad times and
perhaps also rewarded for economic advance.
Especially where a single party forms the govern-
ment, more voters are happy to judge by results;
they are now fairweather friends only (Nadeau ez
al., 2002). The feel-good factor, however, is not
just a matter of objective economic performance;
voters perceptions of the economy are the key
battleground and here politicians have some room
for manoeuvre.

In this more pragmatic era, electors assess the
general competence of parties. Increasingly, they
ask not just what a party proposes to do but also
how well it will do it. Given that parties are less
rooted in ideology and social groups than in the
past, their reputation for competence in meeting
the unpredictable demands of office becomes a
crucial marketing asset. So party image becomes
crucial. The skill is to generate trust in one’s own
side and especially to create doubts about one’s
opponents. Given volatile and sceptical voters,
gaining credibility — or at least more than one’s
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opponents — is the cardinal objective (Bowler and

Farrell, 1992).

Turnout

Despite rising levels of education, turnout is
falling throughout most of the democratic world.
(Table 9.4). In 19 democracies, turnout fell on
average by 10 per cent between the 1950s and the
1990s (Wattenberg, 2000). For example:

» In the USA, turnout among the adult popula-
tion declined from 63 per cent in the presiden-
tial election of 1960 to 49 per cent in 1996,
recovering but modestly to 51 per cent in the
close contest of 2000.

» Turnout among registered electors at British
general elections declined from 78 per cent in
1992 to 59 per cent in 2001, a loss of 7 million
voters in just nine years.

» In national elections in Switzerland, as in many
countries at regional and local contests,
abstainers now comprise the majority.

Why has turnout fallen? Precisely because the
phenomenon is so widespread, it is difficult to
pinpoint its causes. However, there seems little
doubt that declining turnout forms part of a wider
trend in the democratic world: namely, a growing

Table 9.4 Declining turnout at national elections,
19505-1990s

Declineover 10%  Declineof 1-10% No decline
Austria Australia Denmark
France Belgium Sweden
Japan Canada

New Zealand Finland

Switzerland Germany

United Kingdom  Ireland

USA Netherlands

Norway

Note: Figures are based on a comparison between the first two
elections in the 1950s and the last two elections before 2000. Most
of the fall occurred in the late 1980s and the 1990s.

Source: Adapted from Bentley et al.(2000) and Wattenberg (2000).

distance between voters, on the one hand, and
parties and government, on the other. It is surely
no coincidence that turnout has fallen as party
dealignment has gathered pace, as party member-
ship has fallen and as the class and religious cleav-
ages which sustained party loyalties in the early
postwar decades have decayed.

Franklin (2002, p. 174) links the decline of
turnout to the diminishing significance of elec-
tions. He suggests that the success of many
democracies in establishing welfare states and
achieving full employment in the postwar era
resolved long-standing conflicts between capital
and labour. With class conflict disarmed, electors
had fewer incentives to vote on election day. As
Franklin writes, ‘elections in recent years may
show lower turnout for the simple reason that
these elections decide issues of lesser importance
than elections did in the late 1950s’.

Declining satisfaction with the performance of
democratic governments has also played a part
(Norris, 1999a). Especially in the 1980s, popular
trust in government and parties fell in many
democracies, reflecting the growing complexity,
internationalization and corruption of governance.
Even though mass support for democratic princi-
ples remains strong, growing cynicism about gov-
ernment performance has probably led more
people to stay away from the polls (Putnam ez 4/,
2000).

Declining turnout does not seem to reflect any
decline in political interest. On the contrary,
Dalton et al (2000, p. 56) show that with
increasing education ‘political interest is generally
increasing over time’. Rather, electoral participa-
tion has been caught up in wider shifts in polit-
ical behaviour. Younger generations increasingly
follow and discuss events as forms of participa-
tion in themselves. In addition, because younger
cohorts tend to view elections as part of the
official political system, participating in them
has less appeal than joining informal social
movements.

Turnout varies not just over time but also
between countries. How then can we explain
cross-national difference in turnout? Here a cost—
benefit analysis is useful (Downs, 1957). That is,
turnout tends to be higher in those countries
where the costs or effort of voting are low and the
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perceived benefits high (Box 9.4). On the cost
side, turnout is greater in those countries where
voting is permitted through the mail and over the
weekend. It is reduced when the citizen is required
to take the initiative in registering as an elector
with the local administration, as in the USA. On
the benefit side, proportional representation
enhances voting by ensuring each ballot affects the
outcome (Lijphart, 1999). Also, the more impor-
tance people attach to an election, the higher the
turnout; presidential contests, for example, typi-
cally secure a higher ballot than parliamentary
contests (Norris, 2003).

At the level of the individual, variations in
turnout reflect the pattern found with other forms
of political participation. Specifically, high turnout
reflects political resources and political interest.
Thus, educated, affluent, middle-aged citizens
with a strong party identification, and those who
belong to a church or a trade union, are particu-
larly prone to vote.

By contrast, abstention is most frequent among
poorly educated, unemployed young people who
belong to few organizations and who have no
party ties. Minorities are particularly likely to
abstain. For instance, Hispanics form 10 per cent
of the American population but provided only 4
per cent of the voters in the American presidential
election of 2000 (Conway, 2001, p. 81).

Referendums

Elections are instruments of representative democ-
racy; the role of the people is only to decide who
will decide. By contrast, referendums, and similar
devices such as the initiative and the recall, are
devices of direct democracy, enabling voters to
decide issues themselves. A referendum involves a
reference from another body, normally the legisla-
ture or the government, to the people for resolu-
tion. The device therefore provides a practical
counter-example to the common argument that
direct democracy is impossible in large states.
Further, technology has opened up the possi-
bility of voting in referendums through conve-
nient electronic devices such as digital television,
personal computers and mobile phones (Budge,
1996). Referendum democracy has become tech-

BOX 9.4
Features of the electoral system
and of individuals which increase
turnout

Features of the electoral

system Features of individuals

Middle age

Compulsory voting

Proportional

representation Strong party loyalty

Postal voting permitted Extensive education
Weekend polling Attends church

Elections decide who

governs* Belongs to a union

Automatic registration Higher income

* Examples of elections which do not decide who governs are those
to the American Congress and the European parliament.

Source: Franklin (2002).

nically feasible; the question now is whether it is
politically wise.

Referendums vary in their status. Their outcome
may be binding, as with constitutional amend-
ments requiring popular approval, or merely con-
sultative, as with Swedens vote in 1994 on
membership of the European Union. A binding
referendum will normally be triggered automati-
cally under the constitution whereas a consultative
referendum is typically an option for a hesitant
government.

In a few countries (now including New
Zealand), referendums can also be initiated by
citizen petition, a device extending popular influ-
ence to the political agenda itself. The initiative, as
such citizen-initiated ballots are known, is used
widely in Switzerland. It has also been adopted by
many Western states in the USA, notably
California. For instance, Proposition 13 in 1978
limited property taxes in California, launching a
sequence of taxpayers’ revolts in Western democra-
cies.

We should note two unusual forms of the initia-
tive. First, Italy uses what has become known as
the abrogative referendum. Five regional councils
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DEBATE
COMPULSORY VOTING

As turnout declines across most of the democratic
world, so attention focuses on potential solutions.
Technical fixes, such as putting polling stations in
supermarkets and permitting voting by email, may
have a role to play. Countries using plurality or majority
voting could also boost turnout by introducing pro-
portional representation, in which every vote counts.
But has the time come to consider the most radical
and effective solution of all: compulsory voting?

The case for

Most citizens acknowledge obligations to the state
such as paying taxes, obeying the law and even
fighting in war.Why therefore should they not accept
what Hill (2002) calls the ‘light obligation and unde-
manding duty’ of voting at national elections?
Currently, abstainers take a free ride on the backs of
the conscientious.

By definition, an election based on a full turnout
would be representative of the population and ensure
a measure of political equality. It would enhance the
authority of the government, a collective benefit. If
required to vote, disengaged groups such as the
young and ethnic minorities would be drawn into the
political process, reducing current divisions.

As with military service, people who object on prin-
ciple to participating could be exempted. Also, the
requirement could merely be to cast a ballot, not nec-
essarily to fill it out (the Australian approach).
Alternatively, the ballot could include an‘against all’
option, as in Russia. Further, the mere existence of
compulsory voting would provide sufficient incentive
to participate without any great need to punish non-
voters. If compulsory voting can work in Australia,
where the fine is a mere $20 if no satisfactory expla-
nation is provided for abstention, it can surely work
elsewhere.

The case against

Mandatory voting is a denial of the liberty which
forms an essential component of liberal democracy.
Requiring people to participate is a sign of an authori-
tarian regime, not a democracy. Paying taxes and
fighting in battle are duties where every little helps,
and where numbers matter. However, elections in all

Table 9.5 Turnout in some countries with
compulsory voting

Country Turnout at most recent Year of
legislative election (%) election
Australia 94.9 2001
Belgium 96.3 2003
Turkey 76.9 2002
Brazil 78.5 1998
Greece 75.0 2000
Mexico 57.2 2000

Note: Turnout in the 2002 presidential election in Brazil was 79.5%.

Source: International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance
at http://www.idea.int.

democracies still attract more than enough votes to
fill the posts. It is unlikely that an increase in turnout
would raise the quality of choice; indeed, requiring
those with least political interest and knowledge to
take part could lead to worse decisions. Furthermore,
the law would need to be enforced; otherwise the
entire legal system would suffer.

Compulsory voting deals with symptoms rather than
causes. It distracts from the real task of attracting
people back to the polls of their own volition. In any
case, why worry? Perhaps non-voting just reflects con-
tentment with life. Krauthammer (1990) may have
been right in claiming that‘low voter turnout means
that people see politics as quite marginal to their
lives, as neither salvation nor ruin.That is healthy.’

Assessment

Compulsory voting does make a difference: when the
Netherlands made voting optional in 1970, turnout
fell considerably (Andeweg and Irwin, 2002, p. 74).
However, the opposite reform - introducing manda-
tory voting where it did not previously exist — has not
been tried recently. The danger is that it would back-
fire,increasing political distrust between government
and governed.There is surely a case for testing other
reforms designed to increase turnout before resorting
to compulsion.

Further reading: Franklin (2002), Hill (2002), Katz (1997, pp.
243-5), van Deth (2000).



162 LINKING SOCIETY AND GOVERNMENT

BOX 9.5
The referendum, initiative and
recall

Referendum - a vote of the electorate on an issue of
public policy such as a constitutional amendment.
The vote may be binding or consultative.

Initiative — a procedure which allows a certain
number of citizens (typically around 10 per centin
American states) to initiate a referendum on a given
topic.

Recall - allows a certain number of voters to
demand a referendum on whether an elected official
should be removed from office.

Sources: Bowler et al.(1998), Cronin (1989).

or 500,000 electors can initiate a popular vote but
only on whether to repeal an existing law (Uleri,
2002). So, unlike normal initiatives, the abroga-
tive referendum does not permit the people to
raise new issues.

Second, some 15 American states make provi-
sion for recall elections. These are ballots on
whether an elected official should be removed
from office. A ballot is held on a petition from
around 25 per cent of the votes cast for the rele-
vant office at the previous election. Originally
designed to dismiss corrupt politicians, the recall
has rarely been used.

However, a ballot to recall Democratic Governor
Gray Davis did take place in California in 2003,
following a petition by more than one million reg-
istered voters. This recall election allowed
numerous Republican candidates (including
Arnold Schwarzenegger, the eventual victor) to
stand as a potential replacement for Davis without
going through the extensive vetting needed to win
a party nomination for an ordinary gubernatorial
election. This short cut enabled Schwarzenegger to
exploit his celebrity status, propelling him into the
governorship.

Referendums are growing in popularity. Most
referendums  held in the twentieth century
occurred after 1960 and most democracies held at
least one referendum in the final quarter of the
century (LeDuc, 2002). Switzerland headed the

list, holding 72 referendums between 1975 and
2000. In 2003, it decided nine referendums at
once, on issues ranging from abandoning nuclear
power to banning car use on four Sundays each
year. However, few countries have made more
than occasional use of the device and the USA has
held none at all at national level. Despite the tra-
dition of direct democracy in some American
states, the constitution makes no provision for
national referendums.

What is the contribution of referendums to
democracy and governance? How desirable is it to
transform citizens into legislators? On the plus
side, referendums do seem to increase people’s
understanding of the issue, their confidence in
their own political abilities and their faith in gov-
ernment responsiveness (Bowler and Donovan,
2002). Like elections themselves, referendums
provide an education for those who take part in
them.

But there are also reasons for caution. By its
nature, the referendum treats issues as isolated
topics, ignoring the implications for other areas.
What would happen, for instance, if the voters
decide both to raise teachers’ salaries and to lower
taxes? Further, voters are often reluctant to
embrace change, turning referendums into an
instrument of conservatism as much as democracy
(Kobach, 1997).

Despite their democratic credentials, the
outcome of optional referendums can be influ-
enced by government control of timing. In 1997
the British government only held a referendum in
Wales on its devolution proposals after a similar
vote in Scotland, where support for devolution
was known to be firmer. In 2003, Eastern
European countries began a sequence of referen-
dums on joining the EU in Hungary, hoping the
result there would influence the outcome in other
candidate states where public opinion was more
sceptical (in the event, all the accession countries
holding referendums voted in favour).

More crudely, rulers can simply ignore the result
of a referendum. In 1955, Swedes voted decisively
to continue driving on the left; the country now
drives on the right. A quarter of a century later,
Swedes voted to decommission its nuclear power
stations; it took almost twenty years before the
first reactor closed. Alternatively, a referendum can
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be repeated until the desired outcome is obtained.
Ireland, for instance, only ratified the Nice Treaty
on the European Union in 2002, at the second
time of asking.

In addition to these difficulties, referendums can

be easily hijacked:

» by wealthy companies waging expensive refer-
endum campaigns on issues in which they have
an economic interest

» by government control over wording as well as
timing

» by intense minorities seeking reforms to which
the majority is indifferent.

So referendums and other instruments of direct
decision-making live uneasily in the house of rep-
resentative democracy. Their main benefit is to
provide a double safety valve. First, a referendum
allows governments to put an issue to the people
when for some reason it is incapable of reaching a
decision itself. Like a plumber’s drain-rods, refer-
endums resolve blockages. Second, where the ini-
tiative and the recall are permitted, aggrieved
citizens can use these devices to raise issues and
criticisms that might otherwise go unheard.

Elections in new democracies

Nothing seems to mark out a new democracy as
clearly as the introduction of free, fair and com-
petitive elections. And the first election following
the withdrawal of the dictators is typically a high
turnout affair marking the launch of a new
regime. The significance of such founding elec-
tions lies less in the result than in their capacity to
legitimize the new order. Founding elections are
both a referendum on, and a celebration of,
democracy.

Examples of founding elections include South
Africa in 1994 and the first post-communist elec-
tions in most of Eastern Europe in 1990.
Throughout Africa, founding elections between
1990 and 1994 were marked by exceptionally high
turnouts, convincing victories for the winners and,
most important, the peaceful ejection of sitting
presidents in 11 countries (Bratton, 1998). True
democracy seemed to have arrived at last.

Definition

A founding election is the first election fol-
lowing the transition from authoritarian to
democratic rule. Such watershed contests are a
public affirmation of the new regime; they are
normally high-stimulus, high-turnout events. By
contrast, second elections are normally marked
by lower turnout, some disillusionment and, in
some cases, the return of electoral malpractice.

However, second and subsequent elections are a
more convincing test of successful democratic con-
solidation. The broad coalitions which brought
down the old rulers soon fall apart as the heroes of
the struggle — such as Nelson Mandela in South
Africa — gradually depart. Popular euphoria gives
way to a more realistic assessment of the hard road
ahead. In these more chastened circumstances, the
question is whether elections in new democracies
continue to provide a fair and accepted method of
replacing unpopular rulers.

Certainly, elections in some new democracies
have acquired the routine character that reflects
consolidation of the democratic order. When the
election itself ceases to be the issue, and the focus
shifts instead to the competing parties, elections
have become an institutionalized part of an estab-
lished democracy. In these circumstances, a
decline in turnout may even indicate a maturing
democracy. Here, for example, is Levitsky’s assess-
ment (2000, p. 56) of the 1999 election in
Argentina:

Perhaps the most striking change was the
routine, even boring, character of the election.
In short, a central characteristic of the 1999
election was the unprecedented degree to which
electoral politics had become routinized.

Although Russia remains no more than a semi-
democracy, Sakwa (2000, p. 85) writes in similar
vein about its elections in 1999:

The elections were no longer so much about a
change of regime as about a change of leaders
within the system. This is no mean achievement
and suggests that the Russian political system is
beginning to stabilize and mature.
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Yet in many other new democracies the quality
of elections seemed to decline in second and sub-
sequent contests. Particularly in sub-Saharan
Africa, opposition boycotts, manipulation by
existing rulers and simple administrative incompe-
tence came to the fore. International monitoring
agencies have become increasingly critical of post-
founding elections in many African countries.
Rather than becoming the only game in town, the
nature and significance of elections continue to be
contested, suggesting that some new ‘democracies’
are moving towards semi-democracy rather than
an established democracy.

Further, existing rulers seem to have recovered
their capacity to secure their own reelection. The
prevalence of this outcome suggests — even if it
does not prove — electoral manipulation. As
Bratton (1998, p. 65) notes, ‘in a “big man” polit-
ical culture, it is unclear whether the re-election of
an incumbent constitutes the extension of a
leader’s legitimacy or the resignation of the elec-
torate to his inevitable dominance’. In an estab-
lished democracy, leaders have learnt how to lose
but, in many new democracies, cunning rulers
have quickly mastered the art of winning,.

It seems, then, that the consolidation of democ-
racy must be judged against more demanding
standards than merely holding regular elections.
Such contests are a necessary but not a sufficient
condition of democracy. As Rose and Shin (2001,
p- 331) point out,

A spectre is haunting contemporary studies of
democratization: conventional influences, such
as the introduction of free elections, have not (or
at least not yet) created political regimes that
match the standards of established democracies.

First-wave democracies, such as Britain and the
USA, established the rule of law and the principle
of executive accountability to the legislature before
they extended the vote to the general population.
By contrast, many recent democracies introduced
elections even though the idea of government
under law had still to be accepted. In these cir-
cumstances, elections are in danger of being
devalued. The risk is that they become an agent of,
rather than a choice among, those who wield
power.

Elections in authoritarian states

Although we have defined an election as a compe-
tition for office, ‘elections’ in authoritarian regimes
do not provide genuine choice. However, only the
most extreme dictator dispenses with elections
altogether; the appearance of choice must be pre-
served if only as a useful fiction (Liddle, 1996). In
authoritarian systems, elections are often only
semi-competitive, with the winner known in
advance and electoral malpractice playing its part
in delivering the desired result. In totalitarian
systems candidates are simply presented to the
voters for approval, without even the illusion of
choice.

Elections in authoritarian regimes are more
often ‘made’ than ‘stolen’ (Mackenzie, 1958). In a
made or semi-competitive election, the dice of
resources, visibility and access to the media are so
heavily loaded towards the current rulers that the
desired result is manufactured without resort to
electoral theft.

Semi-competitive elections mix choice and
control in the characteristic fashion of an authori-
tarian or semi-democratic state. The ruling party
uses all the advantages of office, including effective
governance and a high-visibility leader, to ensure
its reelection. Patronage is the party’s key resource;
it is used either to reward loyal voters directly, as
with cash for votes, or to provide local notables
with jobs, contracts, access, influence, status and
money in exchange for the votes of their clients. ‘A
mobile phone for every shepherd’, promised the
successful candidate for the presidency of the rural
Russian republic of Kalmykia in 1993. ‘An
internet connection for every school in Peru’, pro-
claimed President Fujimori during his reelection
campaign in 2000. In poor countries, such
promises from incumbents are worth far more to
electors than similar statements from opposition
candidates whose destiny is defeat.

Rulers also exploit their control over both the
media and the administration of the election.
Opposition candidates find they are disqualified
from standing; that electoral registration is ineffi-
cient in their areas of strength; that they are rarely
permitted to appear on television; that they are
harassed by the police; and that their leaflets and
posters are mysteriously lost. The opposition loses
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heart because it knows its function is always to
oppose but never to win.

By contrast, the incumbent president can exploit
unique resources. These include unparalleled visi-
bility built over time, easy access to television, the
ability to use the state’s coffers for the campaign
and finally the capacity to call in political credits
carefully acquired while in office. Anticipating the
president’s reelection, all the underlings will seek
to help the campaign along, thus amplifying the
final victory. Why back losers?

In its heyday, Mexico’s Partido Revolucionaria
Institucional (PRI) was one of the world’s most
successful vote-winning machines, providing the
classic example of a party-based approach to semi-
competitive elections. By winning 11 presidential
elections in a row before its historic defeat in
2000, the PRI became a party of the state, giving
it unique access to resources which it could pass
out through its intricate patronage network.
However, in Mexico as in the larger Latin
American countries, semi-competitive elections
slowly became harder to manage as the electorate
become more urban, affluent and educated. With
both the domestic media and international
observers becoming more critical of blatant cor-
ruption, and with privatization reducing the
resources under the government’s control, the PRI
began to fight cleaner elections, creating the con-
ditions for its own defeat in the 2000 presidential
contest.

While semi-competitive elections preserve an
illusion of choice, elections in totalitarian regimes
were more brutal. In communist states, for
instance, there was no pretence that the ruling
party could be defeated or even opposed through
elections. In the Soviet Union, for instance, the
official candidate was simply presented to the elec-
torate for ritual endorsement. Soviet elections were
grim, ritualistic affairs, irrelevant to the real poli-
tics taking place within the party. They were little
more than an opportunity for the party’s agitators
to lecture the population on the party’s achieve-
ments (Zaslavsky and Brym, 1978).

Contemporary examples of choice-free elections
are confined to decaying communist dictatorships.
In Cuba, for example, 609 candidates were put up
for election to the National Assembly in 2003;

there were exactly 609 seats to be filled. The only
choice given to voters was whether to support all,
some or none of the candidates.

Some communist states did introduce a measure
of choice to their elections by allowing a choice of
candidates from within the ruling party. These
controlled candidate-choice contests were charac-
teristic of communist Eastern Europe in the 1970s
and 1980s. Central rulers found candidate-choice
elections useful in testing whether local party offi-
cials retain the confidence of their communities.

This is one reason for the gradual introduction
of such elections to some of China’s 930 000 vil-
lages since 1987. In addition, elected village com-
mittees help to build state capacity in a country
where power has traditionally operated on a per-
sonal basis. However, even in contemporary China
no explicit opposition to the party’s policy plat-
form is permitted. As a result, there are few signs
of elections in China threatening the party’s
control.

Key reading

Next step: LeDuc, Niemi and Norris (2002) is
an excellent comparative study of elections and
voting, reviewing a wide literature.

Katz (1997) links elections with broader democ-
ratic themes while Ginsberg (1982) remains a
stimulating top-down view of competitive elec-
tions. On electoral systems, Farrell (2001) is a
clear introduction, Shugart and Wattenberg
(2000) look at additional member systems specifi-
cally and Norris (2003) examines the impact of
electoral systems on party systems. Dalton and
Wattenberg (2000) is a comparative study of
voting trends; see also Broughton (2002) for
turnout and Evans (2003) for a UK-based text on
voting behaviour. On the United States see Asher
(1988b) for presidential elections generally, and
Pomper et al. (2001) for the 2000 election. For
the impact of campaigns, see Farrell and Schmitt-
Beck (2002), and for the influence of leaders” per-
sonalities  specifically, ~ King  (2002). On
referendums, consider Gallagher and Uleri (1996)
and Mendelsohn and Parkin (2001).
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Interest groups (also called pressure groups) are
‘organizations which have some autonomy from
government or political parties and which try to
influence public policy’ (Wilson, 1990b). They
presuppose formal organization and thus can be
distinguished from social movements. Examples
include employers’ organizations, trade unions,
consumer groups, bodies representing specific
industries or professions and campaigning organi-
zations seeking to promote particular causes.

Like political parties, interest groups inhabit the
space between society and state, helping to link
the two. But where political parties aspire to
become the government, interest groups seek just
to influence it. Reflecting this narrower focus,
interest groups do not fight elections; instead, they
typically adopt a pragmatic and often low-key
approach in dealing with whatever power structure
confronts them.

Although many interest groups go about their
work quietly, their activity is nonetheless pervasive
in established democracies. Their staff are to be
found negotiating with bureaucrats over the
details of proposed regulations, pressing their case
in legislative committee hearings and seeking to
influence media coverage of their position. In
authoritarian regimes, however, interests are artic-
ulated in a less public, more spasmodic and some-
times more corrupt fashion. Interests are still
expressed to government but often through indi-
vidual firms or powerful individuals rather than
through organized interest groups.

There is a puzzle about how interest groups

succeed in developing in the first place. Olson
(1968) argued that people have no reason to join
interest groups when the fruits of the group’s
efforts are equally available to non-members. Why
should a worker join a union when the wage rise it
negotiates goes to all employees? Why should a
company pay a fee to join an industry association
when the tax subsidies the group negotiates will
help all the firms in that sector? Surely it would be
more rational to take a free ride on the efforts of
others.

However, the fact is that new groups do emerge
and grow; the green lobby, for instance, has grown
enormously in recent decades. Perhaps this is
because members receive the selective benefits of
developing their skills and meeting new people as
well as contributing to a shared goal which is dear
to their hearts (Moe, 1980).

Definition

A free rider leaves others to supply collective
goods - that is, benefits such as unpolluted air
that must be supplied to everyone if they are
supplied at all. The possibility of free riding
creates incentives not to join interest groups
such as labour unions that negotiate deals of
equal benefit to members and non-members
alike: for example, a safer working environment.

From an historical perspective, interest groups
developed in a rather predictable way. In the West,
they emerged in a series of waves formed by social
change (e.g. industrialization) and by the expan-
sion of state activity (e.g. public welfare). Periods
of social change raise new problems while an
active government gives people more hope of gains
from influencing public policy. Box 10.1 summa-
rizes the development of interest groups in one
particular example: the United States. Most
Western nations have followed a similar course,
resulting in the mosaic of independent group
activity making up contemporary society.

166
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BOX 10.1

Waves of interest group formation in the United States

public interest groups

Source: Adapted from Hrebenar and Scott (1997, pp. 13-15).

Period Description Examples

1830-60 Founding of first national organizations YMCA and many anti-slavery groups

1880-1900 Creation of many business and labour National Association of Manufacturers, American
associations, stimulated by Federation of Labor
industrialization

1900-20 Peak period of interest group formation Chamber of Commerce, American Medical

Association
1960-80 Founding of many environmental and National Organization for Women, Common Cause

The range and influence of modern interest
groups raises awkward questions about the distrib-
ution of power in democracies. Favoured groups
acquire insider status and thus the potential to
influence decisions at an early stage. Often interest
groups work in tandem with national govern-
ments in developing positions for bodies such as
the European Union and the World Trade
Organization. Despite only representing small
minorities, interest groups are deeply entrenched
in policy-making, certainly more so than many
supposedly ‘sovereign’ parliaments. Interest group
activity creates a system of functional representa-
tion operating alongside electoral representation.

Here, then, is an important question to raise
about democracies: do interest groups possess
power without accountability? Are interest groups,
as Lowi (1969) contended, ‘a corruption of demo-
cratic government’? Or does group access to
policy-making simply express the right to organize
in defence of specific objectives? In short, do
interest groups help or hinder democracy?

Classifying interest groups

When we think of ‘interest groups’, the bodies
which first come to mind are protective groups
articulating the material interests of their
members: for instance, trade unions, employers’
organizations, industry bodies and professional

associations of lawyers or physicians. Sometimes
called sectional or functional groups, these protec-
tive bodies are founded to influence government.
They have sanctions to help them achieve their
goals. Workers can go on strike; medical practi-
tioners can refuse to cooperate with a new pre-
scription policy. Protective groups seek selective
benefits for their members and insider status with
relevant government departments (Box 10.2).
Because they represent clear occupational interests,
protective associations are often the most influen-
tial of all interest groups. They are well-estab-
lished, well-connected and well-resourced.

But protective groups can also be based on local,
rather than functional, interests. Thus, geographic
groups arise when the interests of people living in
the same location are threatened, for instance by a
new highway or a hostel for ex-convicts. Because
of their negative stance — ‘build it anywhere but
here’ — these geographical bodies are known as
NIMBY groups (not in my back yard).

Of course, protective groups are not the only
type of organized interest. Indeed, many groups
founded since the 1960s are promotional rather
than protective. Promotional groups advocate
ideas, identities, policies and values. Also called
attitude, cause and campaign groups, promotional
groups include pro- and anti-abortion groups,
organizations combating pornography and ecology
groups.

Promotional groups are most significant in
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BOX 10.2
Protective and promotional groups

Promotional groups

national government

Protective groups
Aims A group of — defends an interest
Membership Closed — membership is restricted
Status Insider - frequently consulted by
government and actively seeks this role
Benefits Selective - only group members benefit
Focus Mainly national - group aims to influence

A group for - promotes a cause
Open - anybody can join

Outsider — not consulted as often by government.
Emphasizes public opinion and the media

Collective - benefits go to both members and
non-members

More international - group may seek to influence
bodies such as the EU and global public opinion

established democracies, where they are growing
in number, significance and recognition by gov-
ernment. Indeed, the increasing influence of pro-
motional groups since the 1960s, especially in the
United States, constitutes a major trend in interest
group politics. The relative significance of protec-
tive and promotional groups reveals much about
the nature of politics and policy-making in any
particular country. In the United States, signifi-
cantly, promoting the public interest is largely the
responsibility of a legion of private, promotional
groups. For example, Common Cause describes
itself as ‘a nonprofit, non-partisan citizen’s lob-
bying organization promoting open, honest and
accountable government’ (Gardner, 2000).

The boundary separating protective and promo-
tional groups is not well-defined. For example,
because bodies such as the women’s movement
and the gay lobby seek to influence public
opinion, they are often classified as promotional.
However, their prime purpose is to promote the
interests of specific groups: they are, perhaps, best
viewed as protective interests employing promo-
tional means.

Interest groups do not always lobby government
directly. Often, they join together in federations or
coalitions with other groups to increase their effec-
tiveness. Such bodies are known as peak associa-
tions. Examples include the National Association
of Manufacturers in the USA and the
Confederation of British Industry in the UK
(Figure 10.1). The members of these peaks are not

individuals but firms or interest groups repre-
senting specific industries. Trade unions respond
similarly: Britain’s Trades Union Congress (TUC)
consists of 69 affiliated unions with 6.7m indi-
vidual members who do not themselves belong
directly to the TUC. America’s AFL-CIO is simi-
larly a coalition of individual unions.

Definition

A peak association is an organization repre-
senting the broad interests of capital or labour to
government. Examples from the Netherlands
include the VNO-NCW (Association of Dutch
Companies-Dutch Association of Christian
Employers) and the FNV (Federation of Dutch
Trade Unions). The members of peak associations
are not individuals but other organizations such
as firms, trade associations or labour unions. Peak
associations are important components of cor-
poratism.

Peak organizations are particularly important in
policy-making. They are generally more attuned to
national government than are their members.
They have a strong research capacity and talk the
language of policy as well as the language of
industry. In some states, peaks play an integral role
linking government with their own members and,
through them, with the wider society. For the
peaks to acquire such a position, however, they
must achieve some autonomy from, as well as
control over, their members. As implied by the fre-
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Confederation of
British Industry (CBI)

2,000 180 trade
company association
members members
e.g.Logica e.g.Food

and Drink
Federation
Covering company Covering
members with 4m industries with 4m
employees employees

Figure 10.1 A peak association: Britain’s CBI

quency with which peak associations label them-
selves ‘federations’ or ‘confederations’, in practice
such centralization is often lacking.

The creation of distinct peak associations is
largely a phenomenon of protective groups.
Among promotional groups, collaboration has so
far taken the form of coalitions of existing groups
or ad hoc cooperation on specific campaigns. For
example, a series of promotional groups might
join together to campaign against capital punish-
ment or for writing off third world debt.

Channels of access

How are interests communicated to political
decision-makers? What are the channels through

Public
opinion

Policy-making
institutions
assembly,
executive,
bureaucracy,
courts

Policy
affecting
interest

group

Interest
group

Parties

Figure 10.2 Channels of interest group influence

which this process takes place? Figure 10.2 sets out
three mechanisms characteristic of established
democracies: direct dealings with government,
indirect influence through political parties and
indirect influence through public opinion. In this
section, we will also look at specialist lobbying
companies which help to pilot their interest group
clients through these varied channels.

Direct discussion with policy-makers

The core business of most interest groups, espe-
cially protective ones, is influencing public policy.
Most of this activity focuses on the bureaucracy,
the legislature and the courts. In established
democracies, the bureaucracy is the main pressure
point. Interest groups follow power and it is in
civil servants’ offices that detailed decisions are

formed. As Matthews (1989, p. 217) comments,

the bureaucracy’s significance is reinforced by its
policy-making and policy-implementing roles.
Many routine, technical and ‘less important’
decisions, which are nonetheless of vital concern
to interest groups, are actually made by public
servants.

Shrewd protective groups focus on the small
print because it is difficult for them to control the
broad contours of policy, as set by elected politi-
cians. But on matters of detail, most democracies
follow a convention of discussion with organized
opinion through consultative councils or commit-
tees; often the law requires such consultation.
After all, the real expertise often lies in the interest
group rather than the bureaucracy and, from the
minister’s viewpoint, an agreement acceptable to
all is politically safe.

Consultation is, for example, a key feature of the
extraordinarily deliberative character of policy-
making in Scandinavia (Blom-Hansen, 2000).
Denmark has been termed ‘the consulting state’
because of the extensive negotiations between the
government and the country’s 2,000 or so national
groups.

Even in France, where the higher bureaucracy
traditionally prizes the autonomy of the state,
extensive dialogue takes place between civil ser-
vants and formally organized interests. This inte-
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gration is assisted by the role played by the state in
organizing the groups themselves. Any association
wanting legal rights must register with the state;
by 2001, 750,000 had done so. Further, member-
ship of chambers of commerce, agriculture and
trade is compulsory for relevant organizations such
as firms and farmers. These chambers have
acquired semi-public status, helping to implement
public policy in consultation with the bureaucracy
(Stevens, 2003).

Assemblies are an additional channel through
which interests and demands can be voiced. But
while the bureaucracy is invariably a crucial arena
for groups, the significance of the legislature
depends on its political weight. A comparison
between the United States and Canada makes the
point.

The American Congress (and especially its com-
mittees) forms a vital part of the policy process.
The separation of powers, the constitutional right
‘to petition the government for a redress of griev-
ances’, weak party discipline and strong commit-
tees combine to create an ideal habitat for lobby
operations. Many interest groups have access to
individual members of Congress and can arrange
to contribute to committee deliberations. Large
financial contributions by political action commit-
tees (PACs) mean that it can be politically difficult
for legislators to spurn group demands (Cigler and
Loomis, 2002).

But Congress is a unique case. In most democra-
cies, parliaments are more reactive than proactive;
as a result, interest groups treat members of parlia-
ment as opinion-leaders rather than decision-
makers. For example, party voting is entrenched in
the Canadian parliament and lobbyists concen-

trate their strongest fire on the bureaucracy. As
Landes (1995, p. 488) comments on Canada,

interest groups have an acute sense of smell
when tracking the scent of power. Interaction
with the bureaucracy and not with MPs is the
goal of most groups and one reason why interest
group activity is not highly visible to the
untrained eye.

If interest groups feel ignored in the policy-
making process, they may still be able to seek
redress through the courss. In the European

Union, an interest group that is unsuccessful at
home can take its case to the European Court of
Justice. In the United States, business corporations
routinely subject government statutes and regula-
tions to legal challenge. Class actions are particu-
larly common in America.

Definition

A class action is a legal device initiated by com-
plainants on their behalf and ‘for all others so sit-
uated’ This mechanism enables legal costs and
gains to be shared among a large group and pro-
vides a lever by which interest groups can
pursue their goals through the courts.The device
is commonly used in the USA.

But just as the USA is exceptional in the powers
of its legislature, so too does it possess a strong
legal culture. Elsewhere, the courts are growing in
importance but still as a remedy of last resort. In
Australia, for instance, the requirement for liti-
gants to prove their personal interest in the case
hinders class actions. When the outcome of a legal
case affects only the person initiating it, the policy
and financial implications are far less than in a
class action covering all those in the same position.

Indirect influence through political
parties

Interest groups and parties can overlap since both
are devices through which social forces seek to
influence government. Britain’s labour movement
historically regarded its industrial wing (the trade
unions) and political wing (the Labour Party) as
part of a single movement promoting working-
class interests. In a similar way, the environmental
movement has spawned both promotional interest
groups and green political parties.

But such intimate relationships between groups
and parties are the exception. Most interest groups
seek to hedge their bets rather than to develop
close links with a political party. Loose, pragmatic
links between parties and interests are the norm.
In the United States, business and organized
labour gravitate towards the Republican and
Democratic parties respectively but these are part-
nerships of convenience, not indissoluble mar-
riages. The traditional maxim of the American
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trade union movement has been to reward its
friends and punish its enemies, wherever these are
to be found.

American business is equally pragmatic. Despite
an ideological affinity with the Republican Party,
corporations still contribute heavily to the election
coffers of many Democratic members of Congress.
Whether representing capital, labour or neither,
most interest groups give more to incumbents.
They do not waste money on no-hopers, even if
these doomed candidates are standing for the
‘correct’ party.

The theme is similar, if less explicit, in other
countries. In Germany, for instance, the powerful
Federation of German Industry (BDI) certainly
enjoys close links with the conservative Christian
Democratic Union. However, it wisely remains on
speaking terms with the more left-wing Social
Democrats. The rule is that protective interests
follow power, not parties.

Indirect influence through the mass
media

Press, radio and television provide an additional
resource for interest groups. By definition, mes-
sages through the media address a popular audi-
ence rather than specific decision-makers. Thus
the media are a central focus for promotional
groups seeking to steer public opinion. Their
target is society as much as government.

In addition, promotional groups usually lack
both the resources and the access available to pro-
tective groups, so free publicity becomes their
stock-in-trade. For instance, ecological groups
mount high-profile activities, such as seizing an oil
rig to prevent it from being sunk, to generate
footage shown on television across the world. In
contrast to protective groups, promotional groups
view the media as sympathetic to their cause
(Dalton, 1994).

Traditionally, the media are less important to
protective groups with their more specialized and
secretive demands. What food manufacturer
would go public with a campaign opposing nutri-
tional labels on foods? The confidentiality of the
government meeting room is a quieter arena for
fighting rearguard actions of this kind; going
public is a last resort.

But even protective groups are now seeking to
influence the climate of public opinion, especially
in political systems where legislatures are impor-
tant. In the United States, most protective groups
have learned that to impress Congress they must
first influence the public. Therefore groups follow a
dual strategy, going public and going Washington.
Interest groups in other democracies are beginning
to follow suit. Slowly and uncertainly, protective
groups are emerging from the bureaucratic under-
growth into the glare of media publicity.

Lobbyists
The lobby is a term derived from the hall or lobby

of Britain’s House of Commons. Here people
could, and still do, approach members of parlia-
ment to plead their cause. Although interest
groups are often their own best lobbyists, our
focus here is on specialist companies whose job it
is to open the doors of government to their clients.
These lobbying firms are technicians of influence:
hired guns in the business of political communica-
tion. And they are growing in number though not
necessarily in influence.

The business of lobbying remains highly per-
sonal. A legislator is most likely to return a call
from a lobbyist if the caller is a former colleague.
For this reason, lobbying firms are always on the
lookout for former legislators or bureaucrats with
a warm contact book. More than most profes-
sions, lobbying is about who you know.

Why is lobbying an expanding profession? Three
reasons suggest themselves. First, government reg-
ulation continues to grow, often impacting
directly on companies, interest groups and trade
unions. For instance, a decision to permit the sale
of a new medicine can be a matter of life and
death for the drug company as well as for poten-
tial patients. One prosaic task of lobbying firms is
to keep a close eye on proposed regulations ema-
nating from legislative committees.

Second, public relations campaigns are
becoming increasingly sophisticated, often seeking
to influence both the grass roots and the govern-
ment in one integrated project. Professional
advisers come into their own in planning and
delivering multifaceted campaigns, which can be
too complex for a client to manage directly.
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Third, many firms now approach government
directly, rather than working through their trade
association. Companies find that using a lobbying
company to help them contact a government
agency or a sympathetic legislator yields quicker
results than working through an industry body
which has to consider the concerns of all its
members. McKay (1997, p. 250) reports that in
the United States

since the 1960s there is overwhelming evidence
that individual firms have taken a more active
part in public policy-making. Most major cor-
porations now have Washington offices and
employ professional lobbyists to advance and
protect their interests.

What then is the political impact of lobbying
companies? Is it now possible for wealthy interest
groups and corporations simply to pay a fee to a
lobbying firm to ensure a bill is defeated or a regu-
lation deferred? On the whole, the answer is no.
Lobbyists are inclined to exaggerate their own
impact for commercial reasons but in reality most
can achieve little more than access to relevant
politicians and, perhaps, bureaucrats. Lobbyists,
like interest groups, tend to cancel each other out.
Often, the lobbyist’s role is merely to hold the
client’s hand, helping an inexperienced company
to find its way around the corridors of power
when the corporation comes to town.

In these ways, professional lobbying firms can
contribute to the effectiveness of political commu-
nication, focusing the client’s message on relevant
decision-makers. They can help to ensure that the
client’s voice is heard but shaping the policy-
maker’s response to the message is a far greater
challenge. Allegations of sleaze notwithstanding,
influence can rarely be purchased through a lob-
byist but must come, if at all, from the petitioning
group itself. And impact depends first and fore-
most on the intrinsic strength of the case. To the
experienced politician, a convincing case direct
from the petitioner sings louder than yet another
rehearsed presentation from a lobbying firm.

Of course, not everything in the lobby is rosy.
Even if a company achieves no more for its client’s
fee than access to a decision-maker, perhaps that
exchange in itself compromises the principle of

equality which supposedly underpins democracy.
Groups unable to employ lobbyists are not neces-
sarily denied political impact but they do have to
operate on a do-it-yourself basis. Further, the
widespread perception that influence can be pur-
chased in itself damages the legitimacy of the
democratic process.

Iron triangles and issue networks

In the democratic world, many interest groups are
in virtually daily contact with government. So the
question arises, what is the nature of such relation-
ships? How should they be characterized? This is a
core issue in the study of interest groups, bearing
on the question of whether groups express or
subvert democracy.

Until recent decades, the relationship between
interest groups and the state was viewed critically.
Within a particular sector, it was alleged, interest
group leaders and senior civil servants formed
their own small communities. All the members
knew each other well, used given names and tried
not to upset each other. The participants devel-
oped shared working habits and common assump-
tions about what could be achieved. The actors
learned to trust each other and to respect each
other’s goals and confidences.

Shared interests predominated. For instance, the
road-builders and bureaucrats in the transport
ministry would seek ever larger highway budgets,
fully aware that similar coalitions in other sectors
— defence, say, or education — would be seeking to
maximize their own funding and autonomy.
Business was done behind closed doors to prevent
political posturing and to allow a quiet life for all.
Insiders were sharply distinguished from outsiders.
The golden rule was never to upset the apple cart.

American political scientists used the term ‘iron
triangle’ to describe the particular form taken by
the relationship between groups and government
in the USA. The three points on the triangle were
executive agencies or departments, interest groups
and congressional committees (Figure 10.3). Such
triangles became an exercise in mutual back-
scratching: the committee appropriated funds
which were spent by the agency for the benefit of
interest group members. Thus, the Department of
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network does not imply a close-knit subgovern-
Cabinet Department ment. In an issue network, the impact of an interest
e.g.Department of group varies from issue to issue, depending on its
Agriculture expertise. As Heclo (1978, p. 102) famously put it,
the notions of iron triangles and subgovern-
ments presume small circles of participants who
) ) have succeeded in becoming largely autonomous.
Congressional Committee I k h her hand .
Interest arou ; ssue networks, on the other hand, comprise a
nterest group e.g.House Agriculture . . . . .
e.g.Farm Bureau, Committee, Senate large number of participants with quite variable
Mid-America Dairymen Agriculture, Nutrition and degrees of mutual commitment . . . it is almost
Forestry Committee impossible to say where a network leaves off and

Figure 10.3 Iron triangles: how subgovernments
operated in the USA

Agriculture, the relevant committees in Congress
and farmers’ groups would collude on larger food
subsidies. Each point on the triangle benefited.
This was a game without losers — except for the
taxpayer who rarely knew what was going on.

Iron triangles were also called subgovernments,
implying that each triangle formed a mini-govern-
ment of its own, largely independent of policy-
making in other sectors. The effect was to
fragment policy-making, deflecting the political
aims of the majority party in Congress or even of
the president himself (Ripley and Franklin, 1991).

Fortunately, perhaps, these cosy iron triangles
and subgovernments have decayed in many
democracies. Today, policies are subject to closer
scrutiny by the media; new public interest groups
protest loudly when they spot the public being
taken for a ride; and some legislators are less
willing to keep quiet when they see public money
being wasted. And as issues become more
complex, so more groups are drawn into the policy
process, making it harder to stitch together secret
deals among a few insiders. In the United States,
where this trend has gone furthest, the committee
barons who used to dominate Congress have lost
much of their power. The iron has gone out of the
triangle; now influence over decisions depends on
what you know as much as who you know.

Reflecting these trends, the talk now is of ‘issue
networks’. These refer to the familiar set of organi-
zations involved in policy-making: government
departments, interest groups and legislative com-
mittees plus expert outsiders. However, an issue

its environment begins.

The emergence of issue networks reflects a shift
to a more open policy-making style in which
back-scratching has become harder to sustain.
Clearly, the idea of issue networks e