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Explaining Different Paths of
Democratization:
The Czech and Slovak Republics

PETR KOPECKY and CAS MUDDE

\l1|
since the 'velvet divorce’ in January 1993, the Czech and Slovak Republics seem 1o
have developed in completely different directions: lowards a role model and a
problematic case of post-communist demoeracy, respectively. This supposedly sharp
difference in development provides in itself a very inieresting topic for study; it also
offers a very useful means of evaluating the many theories that have been offered o
- explain (un)successful processes of democratization in Eastern Europe, by comparing
© the two coumtries in the light of their degree of ‘democratic consolidation’, thereby
establishing in greater detail ways in which they differ. On this comparative basis the
strengths of the main theories that have been put forward to explain different paths of
democratization in the region more generally, and in these two republics in particular,
can be tested. That experience shows how, relatively independently of existing social
structures and institutions, political elites create and maintain a particular opportunity
swucture of political competition or conflict which, in tum, may develop fts own
mormentum, whick may endanger democracy.

Less than ten years ago the Czech and Slovak Republics still constituted one
country, Czechoslovakia, destined to become one of the most successful
post-communist democracies. Together with Poland and Hungary, that
country was among the favourites to join NATO and the EU, the highest
i foreign policy goal of every Central European country, However, and for
different reasons, during 1992 the political leaders of the Czech and Slovak
governments of the Czech and Slovak Federal Republic decided to split the
i country and since 1 January 1993 the Czech and Slovak Republics have
existed as separate entities,’
As was to be expected, the Czech Republic became in many respects the
successor to the former federation: for example, it kept the flag, capital and
president. Moreover, the country retained Czechoslovakia’s standing as the
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success story of East European transition, joining NATQ and becoming ¢
of 5,..“ ﬁﬁw East European countries in the first wave of EU i
negotiatons. Despite recent party political scandals and the i
awareness that the country is not as advanced with its economic

observers both inside and outside the country warned of the dangey
Iosae.d_,. contrary to most predictions Slovakia did not fare especially
badly in economic terms. Rather — and this was less often predicted - the
new republic met increasing problems on the political front. In contrast to
the ‘consclidated democracy” Czech Republic, Slovakia became referred to °

as ‘border democratic’,” “partly-free’ * ‘nationafist—peopulist’,’ an ‘illibera] -

democracy™ or (at best) a ‘special case with doubts over its stamus™.’ Even in
%o.aomﬂ, recent literature, published after the electoral defeat of the Me&iar
regime in October 1998 and the installation of the ‘liberal-democratic’
Dzurinda government, Slovakia continues to feature between countries such
as Albania, Belarus and Croatia®

d:m mcvmomo&w sharp difference in deveiopment provides in iself a
very ineresting topic for study, and provides a very useful set-up to evaluate
the many theories that have been offered to explain the relative success of
processes of democratization in Eastern Europe. In the next section, we will
compare the two countries in the light of their degree of ‘democratic
consolidation” o establish in greater dewil how the two countries actually
differ, This will provide the basis for the following section, in which we test
&m strength of different general theories thar have been advanced to explain
different E.::m of democratization in the region more generally, and in these
two republics in particular. We will argue that explanations for the different
n.mm_,mmm of democratic consolidation in the two republics can be found in the
Emmanmnw pattern of political competition among their elites rather than in
econome, cultural or certain institutional factors. Crucially, we show how
elites create and maintain a particular structure of political competition or

conflict which, in trn, may develop its own momentum, which in our view
may endanger democracy.

Democratic Consolidation in the Czech and Slovak Republics

F go c.qm_._ much of the contemporary literature on democratization, we
Emwumc_m: between two different conceptualizations of democratic
consolidation. .H: the first, consolidated democracy is defined in a minimal
sense, as a regime in which all politically significant groups adhere to the

=)
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stablished democratic rules of the game.” Democracy itself is defined in

inimalist terms, as a set of institutions and procedures that gparaniee
ompetitive politics. The second notion is based on a more substaniive

! jefinition of democracy and its consolidation.” Democracy is consolidated
“when not only political actors comply with the democratic rules of the
came, but also these rules are seen as legitimate by the actors themselves
=) . - . . .

and by a large section of the public. In addition, there are five definitional
?ﬁnaamwmm for consolidation to exist: the existence of a free and vibrant
* civit society; the existence of a relatively autonomous political society; the

subjection of political actors to the rule of law; the existence of a
functioning bureaucracy; and an institutionalized economic society.

With regard to the minimal definition of consolidated democracy, the
inevitable conclusion seems to be that both countries are consolidated
democracies - a view widely shared among observers of post-communist
ﬁo_wmow: In nominal terms, all the necessary institutions based on
competitive politics and universal suffrage have been successfuily
introduced and sustained in the Czech and Slovak Republics. Genuinely
competitive elections take place on a regular basis, aliowing representation
of the citizens” views. The rules governing the electoral processes have, so
far, been democratic, and international observers have been generally
satisfled with the manner in which past elections were condected in both
states. These elections determine who holds power and they have always
been marked by the presence of a wide choice of alternatives to the
incumbents.

From 1989 to the present date, different parties alternated in power in
both countries. Basic freedoms of speech, press and organization are
guaranteed, too, ard writien constitutions Hmit governments and provide for
the division of powers between executive, legislative and judicial branches
in a manner perfectly consistent with the procedural requirements of
democracy. Moreover, despite attempts in both countries to enact legislation
favouring the incumbents, such as changes to electoral laws or laws
regulating party finances and access to staie-controlied media,” from a
minimal procedural point of view it is important that these legisiative acts
were adopted by constitutionally sanctioned bodies and procedures. One
can certainly question the reasons, the morality and the political
brinkmanship that lay behind many such attempts, but it is clear that they do
not infringe the picture of procedural democracy. Moreover, similar
showdowns of imstitutional manipulation and skewing of incumbents’
power and resources are nof uncommon in long-established Western
democracies or in other post-communist couatries,

However, what is clearly of concern is that even in minimalist terms
Slovak democracy has shown increasing signs of decay in recent years. The
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gravest examples were the effective cancellation of the deputy’s mandate of
the HZDS renegade, Gaulieder, the installation of the SNS MP, Hruska, and
the unilateral cancellation by the authorities of the 1997 referendum on
direct presidential elections - all against the recommendations of the
Constitutional Court and in the latter case also of the Central Referendum
Commission."” Arguably, these are the first serious signs of erosion of
democratic consolidation in Slovakia even in elementary minimalist terms
— issues for which we would certainly not find a comparable equivalent in
the Czech Republic. Indeed, some observers have already cited these
instances as proof that Slovak democracy is not censolidased in behavioural
terms. "

Even a cursory application of the more substantial conceptualization of
democratic consolidation clearly shows why Slovakia’s process of
demecratization {5 evaluated as it is. The key problem of Slovak democracy
lies in the application of the majority rule principle and the subsequent
general pattern of political activity, In their definition, Linz and Stepan
stress the indispensability of ‘the rule of law’ and ‘the spitit of
constitutionalism’® for democratic consolidation.”® This involves the
understanding that political actors abide by rules because they see them as
legitimate, not just because they see them as “strategically’ more convenient
than some other alternative. Evidently, when measured against the more
demanding criteria of democratic consolidation, Slovakia displays more
signs of an unconsolidated than of a consolidated demoeracy,

A striiking feature of political activity in Slovakia is that, while
elementary democratic procedures still remain largely intact, not least
because of a great deal of skiiful brinkmanship with the legal loopholes on
the side of the HZDS-led government and the fact that the country has been
subjected 1o severe international pressures, its broader pattern is
characterized by a sharp meta-institutional and national-identity conflict, on
the one hand, and deeply personalized politics that revolved around Prime
Minister Vladimir Megiar, on the other hand. The political stakes in
contemporary Slovak politics have been gradually raised and provide for
sharp polarization and disunity within the elite, whereby opposition and
government forces alike perceive each other as illegitimate.”” The political
conflict revolves around the dogged and protracted streggles over
conszitutional matters, rights of opposition, and the rights of minorities, with
the heaviest artillery of rhetoric and means employed in these exchanges.

In the post-1994 elections and under the reign of the HZDS-SNS-ZRS
government, this structure of conflic: produced symptoms barely
compatible with the spirit of constitutionalism or rule of law: the
Constitution itself was repeatedly subjected  amendment for clear party
advantage (mostly without success thanks to the qualified majority
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requirements); horizontal accountability between state institutions was
drastically cut by a combination of revisions in prerogatives and changes of
personnel in the key institutions initially designed 1o check on the
government’s power;” the obstructionist behaviour of governmental
anthorities” undermined trust in the independence of the state bureauncracy.

Moreover, the combination of the government’s institurional
manipulations with the underlying confrontation within Slovakia’s political
elite resulted in a vicious and strange dynamic of conflict resolution: the
government proposed a law; this law was usually passed without any
amendments or input by the opposition in parliament; the president vetoed
it, usually at the instigation of the opposition; a parliamentary
(governmental} majority re-approved it in the original form; and then either
the president or the opposition used their right 1o ask the Constitutiona
Court to judge on the law’s compatibility with the Constitution. The
Constitusional Court thus became the only and key Slovak institution able
to challenge the government — being upgraded from the “Third Chamber’ to
the de facto ‘Second Chamber™” — and the outcomes of legislative activity
normally depend on the subsequent ability or will of the government
majority to avoid, re-interpret or violate the Court’s rulings.

These negative symptoms of the previous Siovak regime have inevitably
been reproduced in the other ‘arenas of consolidated democracy’. Although
a great deal of freedom and independent political and social activity is
exercised on the local level and among the increasingly modern, organized
and action-capable societal groups,® research by Darina Malovd® suggests
that the autonomy of civil society has been severely circumvented by
concerted actions of the Slovak ruling elite. The many legiskative acts
involving, for example, foundations, universities or local governments
attempted to squeeze civil society actors out of existence, and where such
state actions ran into the resilience of better-organized and -coordinated
actors (such as rade unions), the ruling HZDS exercised a *divide and rule’
strategy, granting privileged access to politicaily loyal groups or creating
their own party-affiliated groups competing with those that opted for
independence and disobedience.

In a similar vein, the canceliations of voucher privatization and its
replacement by direct sales, alongside the government’s total conirol over
the bodies responsible for privatization of state property, are clear
indications of the changing agenda of economic transformation. These acts
in themselves are neither undemocratic nor necessarily changing the general
direction towards a market economy. But they did create serious
impediments to the development of a universal legal and regulatory
framework essential for the existence of an ‘economic society’, which could
institutionalize market exchanges and separate them from the state
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apparatus and political actors, Instead, the evidence suggests that the Slovak
elites systematically engaged in patronage-orientated allocation of
economic benefits, turning privatization into pork-barre! politics rewarding
those inside and close to ruling parties.”

However, this should not obscure the fact that, measured against the
same demanding definition, the Czech Republic will hardly qualify as a
fully consolidated democracy either. What clearly separates the country
from its eastern neighbour is the significantly more developed and widely
respected system of horizontal and vertical accountability between
institutions, plus the overall pattern of political activity which takes place
within these institutions. The protracied wars between different state bodies,
such as those which occurred in Slovakia between the president on the one
hand and the parliament (or its majority) and the government on the other,”
are basically unknown in the Czech Republic; or, when clashes oceur, they
at least do not lead to subsequent attempts to eliminate rival institutions
from the political landscape. The Constitution has also gained widespread
acceptance among the elite and the public alike, at least in the sense that
blatant and overt attempts to manipulate it for partisan advantages were
softened by a sort of ‘constitutional conservatism’ which gained momentum
from the document’s adoption in the winter of 1992. Equally, although
strong majority rule has been the guiding principle of the parliamentary
process and the laws that regulate it, this has not resulted in severe
imbalances in favour of ruling majorities or the exclusion of opposition
from supervisory and overseeing bodies, such as parliamentary committees
and commiss:ons, or the Independen: Control Office.®

However, the picture becomes bleaker if one checks the civil or
economic societies — the other arenas of consolidated democracy identified
by Linz and Stepan. In contrast to the prudent and settled poiitical society,
most visibly represented to the outside world by the skiiful leadership of
Viclav Havel and Viclav Klaus, the character and legal regulatory
framework necessary for ¢ivil and economic societies remain the subject of
political battles, leaving both arenas lagging well behind. Political
controversies involving the decenmtralization of government through the
creation of regions, reluctantly pursued by various governments,
specifically those led by the ODS, and also the battles involving laws on
non-profit associations or labour codes, all testify to the desire, however
subtly pursued, of at least some members of the elite effectively to exercise
conirol, and even monopoly, over areas feared to constituze a potential
chalienge to their existing dominance.

After an analysis of the poorly developed civil society in the Czech
Republic, Andrew T. Green and Carol Skalnik Leff observe that ‘[tJhis
stunting of the political process — an unevenness in the evolution of
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democratic institutions and processes — carries risks for the management of
furure political controversy”  Indeed. the political crisis that hit the Czech
Republic at the end of 1997 may well be attributed, ar least partly, o
accurmulated deficits in the development of associational life and the legal
framework of organized access of this sphere to the state and policy-making
processes.” This crisis also showed that, despite the neo-liberal rhetoric and
supposedly ‘rolled-back state’, the policies of the Czech governments
towards economic society were guite interventionist and, given the scale of
illegal party funding and corruption that has now become known, also
involved elements of pork-barrel politics,

Taking all this into account, what appears crucial 1s that, in comparison
with Slovakia, in the Czech Republic many of these violations of and
deviations from democracy more strictly defined neither grossly affect
mutually balanced and accountable relationships between institutions, nor
produce a zero-surm and bitter conflict within the country’s political elite.
Although plagued by numerous scandals, the Czech Republic has not
witnessed attempts to forestall police investigations and criminal
prosecutions of these events, or to undermine several non-party or all-party
investigations into the matters of public concern.” Equally, while civil
society received an argnably indifferent treatment from the state and party
elites, all the continuing processes and debates surrounding s foture
development are subject o open contestation on the political scene, without
the danger of slipping mto the same type of overcharged and chronic
controversy over democracy characterizing Slovakia.

In sum, the process of democratization in the Czech Republic seems to
have prodeced a democratic system which, thanks to its imermnal incentives
and structural underpinnings, guarantees that its deficiencies may be
corrected over time, by means of peaceful evolution. In contrast, the process
of democratization in Slovakia has produced a democratic system operating
with internal incentives and a structure of conflict profoundly endangering
its elementary pluralist character, a system requiring a radical rupture with
its political practices if it is to progress in the future,

Explaining Different Paths of Democratization

Explanations of democratization and its different patterns can roughly be
clustered around three seis of variables: structural, such as the level of
socio-economic  development, patterns  of modernization  and
industrialization, ard prevailing cultural patterns, all of which can be linked
to the modernization paradigm; institutional, such as designs of
executive-legislative relations and electoral systems and the shape of
parties and party systems; and acror-behavioural, such as the power




70  JOURNAL OF COMMUNIST STUDIES AND TRANSITION POLITICS

constellation of elites, or even very particular and contingent policy
decisions. The latter two categories are especially promiinent in transition
thearies emphasizing strategic choices and leadership processes.™

“Fhe principal distinction among these three sets of variables lies in the
degree of determinism or intentionality with which they influence current
outcomes.” The structures are the long-term cultaral, econemic and soctal
praconditions that shape the present trajectories of democratization.
Structural variables generate consiraints and opportunities for political
actors in a way relatively independent of their action. They are the lasting
determinants, often stemming from the distant past or counwy-specific
historical experiences. Actor-behavioural variables, on the other hand,
emphasize a considerable amount of freedom from structures. Strategies of
elite actors and their mumal relationships during and shortly after the
breakdown of regimes are crucial in shaping paths of democratization.
Intenzionatity and immediate action are here considered more important
than long-term structures aud rigid determinants. Institutional variables can,
in this respect, be placed somewhere between the structures and &ci0rs.
Institutions may reflect long-term culmral and sociel patterns and, at the
same time, provide constraints on actors” behaviour. The emphasis laid on
institutions among the proponents of actor-orientated transition theories
stems largely from their preoccupation with rules of the game and the shape
of ingtitutions which emerge during and shortly after the period of the
breakdown of the authoritarian regime.

Within these broad categories, several overlapping explanations have
already been proposed to account for different patterns of democratization
in Eastern Europe, which all could theoreticaily shed light on the diverging
paths of democratic consolidation in the Czech and Stovak Republics. Most
frequently, these have included individual factors such as different modes of
extrication from communism, namely radical breakaway and the presence
of large counter-elites as opposed to a mere transformation of old elites;
different levels of modernization; different levels of stability of communist
rule, that is the presence or absence of internal revolis against the
communist regimes; the relative strength of civil societies in different
countries; and different historically induced cultural traditions, namely
either the prevalence of the Ottoman, or the dominant influence of Austro-
Hungarian and nerthern European traditions.”

The trouble is, however, that none of these explanatory factors, at least
if considered on their own terms, will yield sufficient explanatory capacity
to illuminate our two cases. The Czech and Slovak Republics, rather than
displaying marked differences, appear to share many of these
characteristics, inciuding obviously the same type of communist regime.
Regarding the mode of extrication from the communist regime and the
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relative strength of civil society, broad opposition movements {Civic Forum
in the Czech Republic and Public Against Violence in Slovakia) were
involved in the breakdown of the Czechoslovak communist regime, and
both groups also dominated the round-table talks and the subsequent ficst
free elections in the respective parts of the former federal state; elements of
opposition civil societies were present in both countries under communism
(groups arcund Charter 77). Although civil society was perhaps weaker in
the Slovak than in the Czech part,” it is clear that both were weak in
comparison with Poland or Hungary (though perhaps stronger than in
Bulgaria or Albania}.

The other three broad explanations which figure prominently in the
literature on democratization — economic, cultural and what we term here
‘aggregated institutional’ — will not fully bear the burden of explanation for
our two cases, either. First, although large historical disparities between the
Czech and Slovak parts in terms of levels of socio-economic development
persisted untii the end of the Second World War (measured in refated indices
of modernization such as the degree of industrialization, technological
development and Jevels of education and urbanization), they were evened
put by the concerted and rapid process of the communist-ied modernization
and industrialization of Slovakia. The result of these policies was that,
towards the fate 1980s, the Czech and Slovak societies became very similar
in macro-economic terms.” Surely, the application of the unifying Soviet
mode! of modemnization and indusirialization bore ali the hallmarks of the
distortions of a centrally planned economy. In comparison with the situation
in the Czech part, the commuszsts implanted heavy industries, in particular
armaments production, into the initiaily rural-based Slovak economy. With
the end of redistributive economic measures, associated with the pursuit of
radical shock-therapy reform by the first post-communist Czechoslovak
government, large parts of these industries collapsed, putting a heavy
burden on Slovak economic transformation.

The key diszdvantages in the structure of the Slovak econorny were thus
the main reasons for the steeper decline in production and the higher rate of
unemployment in Stovakia than in the Czech lands, and they certainly
played a role in the splitting of the country at the end of 1992.% However, it
is striking that, contrary to general expectations, and despite the rhetoric of
Metiar's governments about halting shock-therapy policies, after the split
Slovakia has continued the radical economic policies and has performed
reasonably well in terms of its basic macro-economic indicators, such as
GDP growth, inflation, trade deficit, balance of payments, or level of
unemployment.” In fact, from 1994 onwards the country virtually equalled
the performance of the Czech Republic - whose initial impressive
achievements in radical economic reforms were mainly ‘achieved’
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rhetoricaily under the banner of the big-bang reforms of Klaws's
governments — and also that of the many supposed front-runners of
consolidation in the region.” Therefore, while the improved performance of
the Slovak economy coincided with worsening problems in democratic
consolidation, the Czech Republic appears to show the opposite linkage.*

Secondly, there is fittle empirical evidence to support propositions about

their deep cultural differences,” and in particular the ‘civic™ as opposed to
‘traditionalist’ cujtures prevailing in the Czech ard Slovak Republic
respectively.* Admittedly, many sociological studies pointed to & different
electoral climate in the two republics before the splitting of Czechoslovakia,
These differences in attitudes between Czechs and Slovaks on the mass
level were refated to the views concerning the commen state, the radical
reforms, unemployment, the role of the state in the economy, the traditions
of the First Republic, or the legacy of the war period.® However, even
accepling that these differences could partly accouns for the upsurge in
popularity of ‘nationalist-populist’ forces in Slovakia, and hence o the
splitting of the federation, it was unciear what changes these attitudes would
undergo after that event, given that they were related primarily to the issue
of Czecho-Stovak coexistence, and were often evaluated on the basis of a
highly select number of individual surveys.

Indeed, Kevin Krause’s systematic analysis of mass-level opinions in the
Czech and Slovak Republics, based on the resglts of more than 25 surveys
between 1990 and 1995, is tellingly emitled ‘Different buz not thar
Different’. The author concludes his analysis of several important
dimensions of popular atritudes with a note that

Slovaks and Czechs are different but the similarities in their opinions
far exceed the differences ... even when the difference in mean
between the two populations exceeds 15 percentage points an
overwheiming share of the rwo populations (over 829) hold an
identical set of opinions. On nearly all questions cited here, the
difference in means is considerably smaller than 15 percentage points

and on many questions the Slovak and Czech populations are
extremely similar.®

Moreover, when the attitudes of the Slovaks are compared with those of
a larger pool of East Europeans, they are generally closest 1o those of the
Czechs and even far more similar 1o the attitudes of the citizens of
consolidated democracies {Hungary and Poland, for example} than 1o those
of other problematic democracies, such as Bulgaria or Romania, let alone
Russia.” A very relevant example is provided by Richard Rose,” who
presents data on pepular support for authoritarian alternatives (army,
COMMUNISt regime, strong leader, reject all) in seven Ceniral and East
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Furopean countries and Russia. For m.: .&mmmmsn alternatives, mommmmm
support in Slovakia is very low, almost similar 5@. Czech wmws@:o nmm
virtually 1dentical to Hungary), far below the scores in Bulgaria or Wcm.ﬂm‘
And finally, ivespective of comparisons, eVer since the F.x of communism,
a significant maiority of the Slovak population has no:m._wnmwau‘ m:wnomom
parliamentary democracy, s&:m. o:G. a .,m_.:mx minority preferre
authoritarianism or the old communist regime.” .

TFo be sure, this is not to deny that differences exist on the mass level,
and that these may bear upon the possible mxvﬁ:»mo: of the owmoj.an
divergent patterns of democratic consolidation. But the _.m:.:éw
insignificance of attitudinal &mﬁ,n.:nmw amgwm.n the two wovc_m:ﬁ.v:w,
particularly in a broader comparative perspective, mmmaam&_w. requires
further exploration of how these micro-structures and characteristics w.:.m
channelled (and perhaps retrospectively reinforced) U.w ﬂwmor m:.a Slovak
elites and institutions to produce these actually guite significant differences
in political outcomes on the m.&nao-_aé_.. In oﬂrﬁ. words, we need to EO_M
beyond over-generalized accounts of either woﬁo-moo:ogwo or cultural
differences 1o account for our divergent patterns.™ We need to bind these
differences with a clear focus on institutions and elites. . .

However, and thirdly, it is important to note again that a_m.mﬁ.m:oaw in
political outcomes cannot be rooted in what we term .Ewwm mm.mawmmﬁa
institutional’” explanations. By this we mean explanations pointing to
different institutional frameworks and their possible effects on processes of
democratic institutionalization and consolidation: in other Eoﬂm. Eo well-
established debates ceoncerning the payoffs between v_.wmaoﬁm& maa
parliamentary systems, proporticenal representation (PR) m:n q.:m.dw_.:.mﬁms
electoral systems, and the various combinations of these basic Smﬂ::zo.mm_
piliars of modern democracies. Both countries have for :.Em been operating
with essentially very similar instifutional wSBméo%m...u From a broader
comparative perspective, there is virtually no &mﬂnsnn iz the .mwmmn of the
macro-institutional structures of the two countries. Hence, it would vm
kighly questionable to trace divergent outcomes of democratic
consolidation to these types of institutional effects. .

This alse means rejecting the popular argument that the problematic
democratization in Slovakia is caused mainly by its “hurriedly drafted mma
vaguely formulated constitution’.* After all, various other pOST-COmMmunIst
counties have managed to keep on the right path of aoSOoﬂmmmm:os despite
a far from perfect Constitution, not least the Czech Republic ¥

What, then, does account for the differences between the n.Nonm and
Slovak Republics? We suggest that explanations can be .Gmooa ﬁ.:BE,_G to
the different character of competition among political elites, which aﬁ.éwm
from the presence and dominance of nation- and identity-related questions
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in Slovakia, and the almost total absence of these in the Czech Republic.
Given that elites in both countries operate within political parties, it follows,
first, that it is the specific and different nature of party competition that
shapes different outcomes in democratic consolidation; and, second, that
this different nature of party competition derives from a simultaneous
process of state- and nation-building in Slovakia, acting as the source of
fundamental political and institutional conflicts, and the largely resolved
character of these issues in the Czech Republic, where political conflicts
focus on issues of a less divisive nature.® In other words, the crucial factors
to account for our differences lies in demography, consequent problems of
nationhood and statehood, and the pelitics of national identity. These
variables, given their politically less salient character, received almost no
systematic academic attention in reference to transitions in Southern Europe
and Latin America,” but came to the forefront of analysis during transitions
in Eastern Europe, with many authors arguing that this is a specificity which
sets this region’s processes of democratization apart.™

Indeed, it requires no more than a cursory glance at the political elites
and party systems in the two countries to demonstrate the manner in which
issues associated with nationhood and state-formation bear on political
outcomes. Unlike the Czech political elite, united behind basic democratic
principles and rules of the game, the Slovak elite is divided to the point
where the overall political and institutional structure is dominated by two
almost irreconcilable camps of opponents (each with its own divisions and
conflicts), both espousing diametrically opposing conceptions of
demaocratic rules and procedures and views of politics. Most importantiy,
ever since Meciar’s first removal from governmental office — during his
reign as the leader of the Slovak government during the federal years — and
the consequent formation of his HZDS in 1991, elite divisions and rival
positions have basically been framed as struggles over the ‘right and proper’
defence of Slovak national identity and interests. These divisions, involving
persons as well as institutions, gained momentum over several electoral
periods and governmental changes and reached a level of elite antagonism
endangering the entire fragile political order. Carcl Skalnik Leff captures
the problem accurately by pointing out that

socio-economic and national-identity issues that resonate through the
political crisis are not a mere cleavage politics [...], potentially
sugceptible to elite bargaining and accommodation. They have
become instead elements in a politics of hyperbolic ‘life or death’
struggle over the meaning of Slovak independence,™

Nowhere has this become more apparent than in the structure of party
competition. Although written for a different time and territory, the famous
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cleavage model of Seymour Martin Lipset and Stein Rokkan™ can help 10
illuminate the difference in party competition in the present-day Czech and
Slovak Republics. In terms of their Parsonian a-g-i-/ paradigm, political
competition in the Czech Republic is predominantly simated at the
moderate a end of the functional dimension, pointing to interest-specific
oppositions, whereas in the Slovak Republic political competition is
situated at the more extreme [ end of that dimension {that is, ideological
oppositions in ‘friend or foe’ terms) and at the g end of the territorial axis
(oppositions within the nationai established elite).

Empirical research clearly shows that the Czech Republic’s party system
competition is of a unidimensional nature, with the dominant conflict
structured alongside the soccio-economic dimension.® The Czech parties
compete primarily on positions clustered around questions of market
liberalism and economic populism, and the other existing dimensions
(nationalism and religion), while important for individual parties
(SPR-RSC and KDU-CSL), play a significantly less important role in
shaping the overall structure of competition. The composition of
government coalitions has so far been a perfect embodiment of this
structuring, with either right-of-centre governments of ODS, ODA,
KDU-CSLL (1992, 1996) or the left-of-centre government of CSSD (1998)
taking on the respective roles of government and opposition.™

By conrast, the Slovak party system can be characterized by several
dimensions of competition, of which a dimension clustered arounc national
and collective identity questions appears the most important in structuring
the party pelitical conflict.” While other dimensions exist, most notably the
socio-economic dimension, it mainly provides a potential for disagreements
for parties within the two blocs, rather than a potential for the structuring of
conflict between the blocs. The composition of government coalitions has
reflected these dimensions of competition with, on the one hand, party
marriages of HZDS, SNS and later ZRS involved in Mediar’s governments
(1992, 1994), largely united on national and identity guestions but
potentially divided on socio-economic ones. Both Moravéik’s temporary
government (1994} and the new Dzurinda government, on the other hand,
consisted of a similarly ideclogically diverse set of all other parties, united
mainly in opposition against Mediar and his allies.

Ir is important 1o note, however, that ‘identity pelitics is much broader
than the ethno-nationa! form to which such politics is often reduced’,” both
by certain politicians and by most scholars. The main division within
Slovak politics is between different groups of Slovak citizens rather than
between ‘ethnic Slovaks’ and ‘ethnic Hungarians’> Moreover, the main
struggle within Slovakia is at least as much over the process of siare-
building as it is over that of ration-building. Although the two processes are
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closely related in theory, and clearly overlap in Slovak practice, they are two
Separare processes.

Simply stated, it could be said that Slovak politics revolves around the
question, ‘are you for or against Megiar?", Moreover, the fact that Meéiar is
‘unable to govern without crisis and confrontation’ has been a major reason
for the increased polarization of Slovak politics.® At the same time, 2 more
fundamental division underlies the personalized struggle: how to deal with
‘outsiders’ (inciuding both national minorities and the international
environment™ in a majoritarian—authoritarian or a consensual and
democratic manner.®

We suggest, therefore, that the new Slovak state with its many
unresolved issues (for example, its international position and the Hungarian
minority) created a perfect “political opportunity structure” for the skiiful
populist Megiar, whose polarizing and crude power politics brought
Slovakia away from the path of democratic consolidation, The Czech
Republic, by contrast, considered itself from the outset as the successor to
the Czechoslovak state, primarily adjusting itself to the changed reality {that
i, changing from a federal into a unitary state). Even if Klaus was a more
moderate politician than Megiar, his attempts at concentrating more power
in the hands of the executive were also constrained by the Czech (or
Czechoslovak} ‘institutional wradition’,

Moreover, and perhaps most importantly, while both politicians were
largely driven by egocentic power motives, Klaus argued the necessity of
the splitting of the country mainly on the basis of general economic and
practical arguments (that the federation had become unmanageable), while
Metiar had bargained mainly on the basis of national (or nationalist)
arguments (namely, defending ‘Slovakia’s rights and interests’). As the
main (or even sole) Slovak participant in the decision to split
Czechoslovakia, Meciar had a major advantage over his Slovak
competitors: as the accidental Father of the Fatherland, he was to a large
extent able to create the initial identity and expectations of the new Slovak
staie.* In addition, his ousting from power in 1991 had given him the
opportunity to build his own political organization, which was (and
remains) the best-organized party in Slovakia, As the programmatic
differences between the main panies (the KDH-DU-SDK, SD, HZDS —
&nd now SOF) were and still are rather small — ali parties want some form
of social market economy and pro-Western foreign policy, for example -
Meciar differentiated himself from the opposition by personal and polarized
politics. OGver the vears this has developed into an all-out struggle over the
staie, as Metiar and his substantial clan increasingly took over state
agencies and property. Moreover, the polarization drove the MaGiar group
into a corner: either they stayed in cornplete power (with whatever means
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necessary) or they would lose all: political power, economic assets, and in
some cases even their personal freedom.®

Thus, if one is to choose strictly between structural, institutional and
actor-behavioural variables, it appears that the different outcomes in
democratic consolidation in the Czech and Siovak Republics must be
explained by agency-bound variables, namely such established and
fashionable factors in the literature on democratization as political elites and
patterns of party competition. Rather than deep cubtural differences between
the two countries on the mass level, differences in economic performance,
OT a previous communist regime of different nature, it is the elites and
political competition which function in a different way, and this is what
accounts for the different political outcomes. True, the dominance of
questions related o nationhood and statehood in Slovak post-communist
politics, and the almost total absence of these in the Czech politics, may be
seen as an historical artifact and, therefore, something of a given element in
the structure. Historically, the debate on national issues served as the most
fundamentai divide within the pre-war Slovak elite — a divide which also ran
through the history of the Slovak Communist Party after the Second World
War.** However, our analysis shows that, over time, the Slovak elites framed
the political conflict quite independently of the pre-existing social divisions,
and it is in this sense that we ascribe primacy to political elites and parties,
rather than to historical context (structural variables), in our explanation of
the Slovak path of democratization.

Conclusions

The analysis of divergent paths of democratization in the Czech and Slovak
Republics suggests three conclusions. First, the Czech Repubtic is very
unlikely to regress into the patters of elite and party competition typical of
Slovakia. The reason for this is that there is little of such regressive potential
either on the mass level or in historical circumstances for elites 1o exploit.
The relative ethnic homogeneity, together with (perceived) established
wraditions of statehood and nationhood, are primary reasons for this
optimism. The Czech elite would have to exert a great deal of political skill
and activity to open issues that are largely considered settled. The processes
of accession to the European Union, looming on the horizon and possibly
openiag issues of national identity and sovereignty, will surely provide for
a further opportunity to test this proposition. But at the moment, the case of
the Czech Republic clearly shows that ethnically and culturaily
homogeneous states, as well as states without a significant externat national
problem (such as a sizeable and active minority living outside — or inside —
its border). provide more favourable conditions for the establishment of




78 JOURNAL OF COMMUNIST STUDIES AND TRANSITION FOLITICS

democracy, a point already emphasized in Dankwart Rustow’s seminal
article on democratic trassitions.”

TFhe second important conclusion is that Slovakia is not doomed to
faiture forever, because there is only relatively little which holds the current
pattern rogether, especially on the mass level. Or, as a recent study on public
opinion in Slovakia concluded, “The years 1596 and 1997, then, brought not
only the strengthening of authoritarian trends and a weakening of the rule of
law, but hopeful signs of a more activist, democratic political cultore.'®

In other words, there is nothing inevitable about the Slovak’s path of
democratization, and any faualistic predictions based on a belief in
Slovakia’s backwardness, culural inferiority or fundamental lack of
modernization are mispiaced. This is perhaps precisely the reason Slovakia
is considered in so much contemporary writing on democratization in the
region as a sort of uneasy ‘borderline case’. But, we would argue, not for
long.

The anti-Megiar opposition gained a significant victory in the 1998
elections, and subsequently formed a broad coalition government. All signs
point to the new government bringing Siovakia back on the earlier path of
democratic consolidation, although a great deal of skilful leadership and
dealing will be needed to offset some of the negative effects of previous
years of political polarization. However, as Sharon Fisher has argued,

the results of the 1998 parliamentary elections reveal the ruling
parties” lack of success in promoting their image of the nation.
Clearly, the Mediar government failed to see that as the country
moved further from the previous, communist regime, political scare
tactics and discourse about the ‘threats’ to the nation would no longer
be as successful as they had been same years earlier.®

Obviously, the processes of state- and nation-building in Slovakia are
not completed yet. However, the initial anxieties have disappeared.
Moreover, a whole new generation has come of voting age which has never
consciously experienced anything other than Slovak statehood., Not
surprisingly, these young voters are less worried about internal and external
‘threats’ to the young state.”’

Finally, the pattern of pofitical competition in Slovakia suggests that s
political elite indeed ‘failed the people’,” ar least in the sense that the
uncompromising and damaging character of party or elite coaflict has
largely contradicred the sharpness or polarization among those who elect
these elites. It is simply striking that the Slovak case is characterized by a
relatively miid conflict on the mass level, on the one hand, and a severe and
fundamental conflict on the party elite level on the other hand — in other
words, ‘reversed consociationalism’® This speaks volumes for Sartori’s
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general observation linking the structuring of party systems to endogenous
preferences and the actions of parties, rather than only to exogenously
induced societal structures.™ .

It alsc underlines the imporrance of elites in the political process in
generzl, and during democratization processes in particular. Even if often
criticized for their inability to produce a coherent theory or testable
hypotheses, democratization theories emphasizing strategic choices and
leadership processes build on precisely such assumptions. Hwox w.ﬁmmm the
autonomy of the political, and in doing so point to the real possibility that
conflicts which dominate a given polity may derive from the interests of
those engaged in political competition, rather than from objective social
cenditions.

APPENDIX
ACRONYMS OF POLITICAL PARTIES

Czech Republic

CS8SD Czech Social Democratic Party

KDU-CSL Christian Democratic Union-Czech People’s Party

KsCM Communist Party of Bohemia and Moravia

ODA Civic Democratic Alliance

oDs Civic Democratic Party

SPR-RSC Association for the Republic—Republican Party of
Czechoslovakia

Us Freedom Union

Slovak Republic

DU Democratic Union

HZDS Movement for a Democratic Slovakia

KDH Christian Democratic Movement

SDK Slovak Democratic Coalition

SDL Party of the Democratic Left

SNS Slovak National Party

sOop Party of Civic Understanding

ZRS Association of Workers in Slovakia
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