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Institutional Choice and Democratic
Survival in New Democracies

Why do new democracies pick particular institutions? Why do some vest exec-
utive power in presidents, whereas others choose prime ministers? Why do
some have electoral systems that yield a large number of parties and others
choose systems that limit their number? One purpose of this book is to explore
issues of this nature, which political science calls the problem of institutional
choice. But this inquiry goes one step further. Institutional choices have im-
portant ramifications for the success or failure of democracy; a democracy’s
initial institutional choices affect whether it survives or breaks down. Whereas
contemporary political science has studied both how democracies choose in-
stitutions and how certain patterns of institutions affect democratic survival, it
has separated these two questions. This study connects them. After discussing
both literatures, this chapter will develop a theoretical framework for under-
standing the impact of institutional choice on democratic survival. The useful-
ness of this framework will be tested by applying it to four cases—Weimar
Germany, interwar Poland, postwar Germany, and postcommunist Poland.
These case studies will not only explain how institutions were chosen in each
episode but will also show how the particular choices contributed to democ-
racy’s success or failure.

Democracies succeed or fail on the basis of how initial institutional choices
interact with the broader complex of economic, social, and political conditions
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following a democratic transition. The survival of democracy may strike some
as perhaps too narrow a notion of success. However, the existence of imperfect
real-world democracy brings benefits to those who live under it. And while
democracy does not automatically solve the many problems that human soci-
eties face, dictatorship suffers the same limitations while political power remains
the monopoly of a small elite. To talk to someone who has lived under a dicta-
torship is to appreciate what the “mere” survival of democracy means in human
terms.

The problem in talking about imperfect real-world democracy is that the di-
viding line between democracy and dictatorship is not always clear. Because
real-world democracy often falls short of its ideals, many dictators have argued
that the substance of their rule is more democratic than “formal,” “bourgeois,”
or “corrupt” forms of democracy. So that this slippery slope does not present a
problem, the notion of democracy used here is based on Robert Dahl’s (1971)
“polyarchy.” He reserves the term “democracy” to describe the ideal of govern-
ment that is fully responsive to its citizens, using polyarchy to characterize real-
world systems that were highly responsive despite imperfections.

Thus, T'use the term democracy to refer to that imperfect real-world variant
that Dahl calls polyarchy. The concept includes a number of formal and sub-
stantive criteria that allow the distinction of democracy from dictatorship with
democratic trappings. First, polyarchies must allow a high degree of what Dahl
calls contestation and participation, which means that the system must permit
a political opposition able to compete with the sitting government for power.
Further, the overwhelming majority of adult inhabitants must be able to freely
avail themselves of this system. Because Dahl’s conditions for polyarchy are
minimal conditions, they sometimes are misinterpreted as being purely formal.
This interpretation, to my mind, is a misreading, in that his criteria have a
weighty substantive content. For contestation to exist Dahl expects that citizens
must able to formulate their preferences, express them, convey them to others
(including to those in power), and have them weighed equally. In order for this to
be 50, the full range of civil liberties that have come to be associated with democ-
racy must be in place. Thus, while polyarchy falls short of full responsiveness, it
has real substance grounded in rights that goes beyond mere formality.

It is important to distinguish survival from related concepts like democratic
stability and consolidation. Democratic survival in this study is defined as the
continued existence of a political regime that meets the criteria for polyarchy.
Survival is different from stability. Democratic regimes can be unstable, suffer-
ing a range of problems that impede effective government. Such instability
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seems to be a necessary condition for breakdown but is by no means sufficient.
Some democracies survive periods of instability.

The concept of democratic consolidation has been difficult to define and
measure, and there is little empirical evidence that it exists in the real world,
which is indeed why I rely on the simpler concept of survival. As Andreas
Schedler (1998) has pointed out, there are at least two different conceptions of
consolidation commonly used in the study of democratization. Some authors
conceive of it as a state of enhanced resistance to breakdown, whereas others
think in terms of the “deepening” of the quality of democratic institutions. In
the former case, one should expect that as democracies exist for a period of
time and institutionalize their patterns of rule, they should become less prone
to breakdowns. However, recent statistical studies that have tracked democ-
racy in many countries over substantial periods of time have not turned up evi-
dence that the longer democracies exist, the less prone they are to break down
(Gasiorowski 1995; Przeworski et al. 1996; Bernhard, Nordstrom, and Reenock
2001; Bernhard, Reenock, and Nordstrom 2003a).

The deepening of democracy is clearly an important aspect of democrati-
zation. The survival of nondemocratic features from the past, such as privileges
for the supporters of the old authoritarian regime, the persistence of anti-
democratic attitudes, and the existence of strong authoritarian political actors
committed to undermining the democratic system, can pose serious problems.
This notion has been notoriously difficult to apply consistently across a range
of cases, and its significance, when uncoupled from the persistence of democ-
racy, is unclear. Additionally, the quality of a democracy may fluctuate over time,
even deteriorate, while the regime itself persists. For all these reasons, I will
utilize the simpler concept of survival.

Comparative Politics, Democratization, and Institutions

There is already an extensive literature in comparative politics on institutions
and democratization. This literature approaches the question of institutions and
democratization in two ways. The first of these approaches, “crafting,” treats
institutional features as causal, as the independent variable. Crafters argue that
certain institutional features abet or complicate the persistence of democratic
regimes, and that avoiding them will improve a democracy’s chances of sur-
vival. The second approach, “institutional choice,” looks at institutions as an
effect, as the dependent variable. It seeks to explain the configuration of emer-
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gent democratic institutions on the basis of the interests and interactions of
important political actors. The theoretical framework that will guide this in-
vestigation will make use of elements from both of these approaches.

Crafting Institutions

Crafters believe that new democracies can pick their institutions so as to mini-
mize the chances of a breakdown. They argue that certain institutional features
will increase a democracy’s propensity to break down. Inherent in this position
is the idea that if democracies avoid such problematic institutions, they face
better prospects for democratic stability, consolidation, and survival. The term
“crafting” is popularized in an influential essay by Giuseppe DiPalma (1990) on
how elites can mold institutions to affect positive outcomes of democratiza-
tion. He attributes the idea to Juan J. Linz who also makes use of it extensively
in his later work with Alfred Stepan (1996).

The most prominent of the crafting arguments concerns the difference be-
tween presidential and parliamentary democracy. Fred Riggs (1988) was the
first to make an empirical connection between presidentialism and democratic
breakdown. He notes that there are few examples of stable presidential democ-
racy.! He also argues that presidentialism in America has worked not so much
because of formal constitutional arrangements, but because of a unique set of
paraconstitutional practices. In a follow-up study on the developing world, Riggs
(1993) provides even more evidence on the instability of presidential regimes
and contrasts it with the more satisfactory record compiled by parliamentary
regimes. Of the thirty-three developing countries that had adopted presidential
constitutions at the time of his study, not one had avoided a serious disruption.
In contrast, thirty of forty-three parliamentary regimes (69 percent) avoided
any serious disruption (220-21).

The most visible critic of presidentialism has been Juan Linz, who in a work
coedited with Arturo Valenzuela proclaims “the failure of presidential democ-
racy” (Linz and Valenzuela 1994). Linz’s rationale is outlined in a series of influ-
ential articles (1990a, 1990c, 1994) in which he discusses the features that he
considers responsible for presidentialism’s poor record. Among the features that
Linz identifies are the “winner take all” nature of presidential elections and the
potential for divided government. He also brings attention to the potential for
interbranch conflict because of separation of powers and the competing legiti-
macies produced by separate presidential and legislative elections. Linz also
notes how fixed terms of presidential office could transform governmental crises
into systemic crises. Finally, he argues that direct elections give presidents an



