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Chapter 1: Parties in New and Old Democracies

1.1 Introduction

The evolution of democracy in the post-communist world has been a fascinating and challenging process.  Fifteen years after the fall of the Berlin Wall, some formerly communist countries have established strong and functioning democracies, while others are still struggling with basic principles of representative government.  But one of the most challenging tasks that all post-communist systems have faced has been the transformation of one-party systems into functioning multi-party polities.  This process is a demanding one for any new democracy, but the pervasive nature of the monopoly over political life exercised by communist parties during the years of one-party government has left a legacy that makes the process even more difficult.

In most Eastern European States, political life after the changes of the early 1990s continued to be dominated or strongly influenced by the successor parties to the defunct communist parties.
  For the most part, these parties inherited strong organizations, and human and material resources that put them in a class of their own.  They also had seasoned political elites and an ideology that made them popular in the context of increasing social and economic dislocation.  The presence of the successor parties in multi-party systems created specific dynamics among the contenders for power in the post-communist world, in some cases making it difficult for new left-leaning parties to enter the competition. 

In addition, the years of forced political mobilization by communist parties left many people unwilling to join political formations and, in some cases, even uncertain about the benefits of political parties operating in the new multi-party systems.  These attitudes contributed to the difficulty of new parties to attract members, establish strong organizations, and find a persistent core of supporters, although the extent to which this has been the case has varied from system to system.  However, political parties remain essential components of modern democratic government, making it necessary for the young post-communist democracies to establish stable parties and functioning party systems if they are to be accepted in the family of democratic states.
 

1.2 Political Parties
 and Democratic Government

Despite their relatively late arrival in political life, multiple and free political parties have come to be seen as a major prerequisite for a functioning democratic system.
  Parties are indispensable to any democratic system of government because they serve as channels for the expression of people’s demands, as instruments of popular representation, and as routes of communications between state and society (Sartori 1978, 27 and 56).  Parties are essential to a democracy both because they provide its institutional channels and because they maintain the stability of the system. 

Political parties shape citizen participation and determine the stability of political leadership, and can inhibit or exacerbate turmoil and violence.  So “a strong system of political parties is essential for a strong democracy” (Bingham Powell, 1982).  As parties manage both elections and the legislatures – which are the two main possible sources of instability – they remain crucial for the maintenance of both the stability and the legitimacy of the system (Yanai 1999). 

Despite the recent “decline” in the centrality of political parties in the democratic process, they have not been replaced by any new institutions of similar importance (Bartolini and Mair 2001).
  Parties have encountered numerous challenges and have adapted their structures to deal with them: a recent taxonomy of political parties identified fifteen different “species” of political party, each of them belonging to a “broader genus of party types” (Gunther and Diamond 2001, 9).  However, irrespective of these challenges, parties continue to be “one of the most prominent institutions of liberal democracies” (Lewis 2001b, 1).

1.3 Political Parties and Newly Established Democracies 

Although they might not play such a large role in the actual transition to democracy, parties play a crucial role in the consolidation of democracy in newly democratized states.
  The most difficult challenge that a new system faces is its freshly mobilized electorate.  As parties are the key institutions for organizing mass involvement, the ability of parties and party systems to expand participation through the system and pre-empt or divert any revolutionary activity and to moderate and channel the participation of newly mobilized groups without disrupting the system is a strong determinant of the stability of the democratic polity (Huntington 1968, 412).  Recent studies of democratic consolidation have expanded the analysis regarding the roles parties play in this process (Pridham 1995; Heywood 1996; Diamond and Linz 1988; Pridham and Lewis 1996, Schmitter 2001, Lewis 2001b). 

1.4 Political Parties and Post-communist Systems

There seems to be general agreement that “analyzing the role of parties and the emerging shape and quality of a party system...provides important and potentially long standing evidence about how new democracies are functioning and beginning to root themselves”(Pridham and Lewis 1996, 8).  The study of party development in the post-communist states has been extensive and diverse.  However, in many ways it has reflected the difficulties faced by the party formation process itself.  Authors have argued that political parties in the post-communist systems are, and should be, different than parties in the West, not only because of the novelty of the democratic process, but also because they are developing in a period during which the nature of parties is changing (Peter Mair 1995, Pridham and Lewis 1996, Bielasiak 1997).  Some authors have even argued that the disarray brought about by the transition prevents the formation and consolidation of a structured party system.  Known as the tabula rasa hypothesis, this view stresses the major differences between the process of party development in Eastern and Western Europe and argues against the use of any classic theories to explain party development in the post-communist world (Bielasiak 1997).

These theories include the legacy of the one-party communist state, the continued presence of the “successor” parties, the challenges presented by the simultaneity of political, economic, and, in some cases, national reforms; an absence of strong social cleavages; and a weak party identification among the electorate.  These issues have been reflected in the literature devoted to the study of party development in these countries. Studies carried out at party level have focused on the evolution of the “successor” parties in the democratic polities (Agh 1996, 1997, 2000; Ishiyama 1995, 1997, 1999a and 1999b; Racz 2000, Ishiyama and Bozoki 2001, and Bozoki and Ishiyama 2002) and the legacy of the communist regimes for the development of party identification (Wyman et al, 1995, Rose 1995, Bacon 1998, Bielasiak 1997).  Studies on the system level have followed Lipset and Rokkan (1967) in their analysis of the impact of social cleavages on party system development (Kitschelt 1995a, 1995b, 1999; Markovski 1995; Toka 1995a; Karasimeonov 1996; Lawson et al 1999; Whitefield 2002),
 or used Sartori’s framework to compare and analyze the level of fragmentation and polarization of party systems (Clark 1995, Bielasiak 1997, Bielasiak 2004).

The nature of the evolving party organizations in the post-communist world has been a favorite topic of party research as well.  These studies have concentrated on parties in several party systems (Hungary, Poland, the Czech Republic, and, more rarely, the Baltic States) and have either used the institutionalization theories of Panebianco (1988), Huntington (1968), or Mainwaring (1999), or kept the discussion at a descriptive and procedural level.  Their main argument is that parties in the region are parliament-centered, have few or no local branches, and are not supported by any voluntary organizations; instead, they are elite-dominated and highly professional (Lewis 1996, Olson 1998, Klima 1998, Krapavicius 1998, Golosov 1998, Toole 2000b and 2003, Szczerbiak 1999b and 2001, van Biezen 2003, Markowski 2001).  

Yet another major group of studies have concentrated on analyzing the impact of the turbulent nature of the political process on the development of political parties.  This work has focused on the interplay of electoral and parliamentary cycles and the effects that the “game” of politics has on political parties.  They investigate the various “strategies” adopted by the parties in terms of their alliance partners, their ideological positions, and their policies while in government.  Of particular note is the volume edited by Gordon Wightman (1995), Party Formation in East-Central Europe, which includes studies of the party formation process from the party strategy perspective in Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Poland, and Bulgaria.  Individual studies (Agh 1996, 1997 and 2000, Lewis 1994a and 1994b, Bacon 1998, and Olson 1998, Kreuzer and Pettai 2001) have looked at the development of parties in Eastern Europe from this perceptive as well.  Starting from either the assumptions of rationality or these of learning theory, these studies maintain the centrality of party elites in party formation and political competition. 

1.5 The Rationale for This Work

The present work follows partly in the tradition of this latter body of research by assuming a rational approach to the understanding of political parties.  It believes that electoral strategies and fortunes are key to a party’s evolution and views party evolution in some ways as a by-product of electoral competition.  However, rather than simply describe this evolution (as many of the existing studies have done), this study borrows from the existing literature on political parties in the West to develop a general understanding of why parties form and how they choose their electoral strategies.  To understand this process better, the present work addresses two key questions: why parties form in the post-communist context, and how and why they choose their electoral strategies once they have formed.  This study thus rejects the idea that post-communist party development is unique; instead, it maintains that party evolution can be explained with some of the existing theories about political parties as long as the specifics of the post-communist context are incorporated.  So it contributes to the development of party theory by testing a model of parties as endogenous institutions in the context of post-communist political development.

Unlike most of the existing works on post-communist party development, the underlying assumption of this work is that because developments at the party-system level are a result of the dynamics between individual parties in the system, we need to understand how individual parties behave in order to understand developments at the system level.  To achieve this, the study examines how features of individual parties impact their own electoral strategies and those of their competitors.  In doing so, it incorporates arguments from the literature devoted to the ideological and organization development of post-communist parties.  By doing so, the dissertation avoids a major pitfall in the existing literature, namely, its failure to link individual party behavior to the behavior of other parties and to the development of the party system. 

This study ventures into uncharted territory by investigating the impact of public financing on party evolution and the role played by transnational parties in the party politics of the post-communist countries.  While the study of public financing has recently become a popular topic, political scientists and policy analysts rarely examine its role in the evolution of the political parties.  Instead they tend to concentrate on issues of transparency and political corruption (Roper 2002, Protsyk 2002, Nassmacher 2004, Pinto-Duschinsky 2002).  Similarly, due to the sporadic and selective nature of transnational party involvement in national party politics, no detailed examination of its nature and consequences exists.  This study attempts to address both of these gaps by incorporating public financing and external influence as two of the constraints of party behavior. 

Finally, this work uses the experience of Bulgarian political parties as a major object of study, something that has not been done on a large scale in the English-language literature.  While Hungarian, Polish, and Czech parties have received a considerable amount of scholarly attention (the Hungarian Socialist Party being probably the most studied party in the region), and the parties in the Baltic states and Romania have been studied to some degree, works on Bulgarian parties are rare and they do not as a rule study Bulgarian parties from a comparative perspective.
  Much of the information on Bulgarian parties presented here is thus original and not available elsewhere, including complete election results for all post 1989 elections, and data on the organization of the Bulgarian political parties.  

1.6 Chapter by Chapter Overview
Chapter 2 outlines the study’s theoretical framework.  It begins by discussing the conception of parties as endogenous institutions and proceeds to develop a model of party formation and electoral competition.  Its main argument is that political parties exist to help politicians realize their political ambition, defining political ambition in the tradition of work by John Aldrich (1995) and Joseph Schlesinger (1994), as access to political office.  The chapter maintains that politicians, including those in this study, define their political goals in electoral terms and form parties only because doing so promises to help them achieve their electoral targets.  Once formed, parties will select the electoral strategy that promises to deliver their electoral targets from among a range of choice, from running alone to seeking alliances, merging, disbanding, or hibernating.  During every inter-electoral period, politicians and parties will re-evaluate goals, re-define electoral targets, and, based on these, chose the most promising electoral strategies at the next election.

The choice of strategy will depend on how much electoral support a party believes that it enjoys, whether this support is enough to allow politicians to achieve their respective electoral targets, and how stable that support is expected to be until the time of elections.  Previous electoral support, an expectation of electoral volatility, the level of electoral threshold, the presence of ideological competitors, the availability of resources, and the party’s organizational strength are suggested as factors that influence that choice. As a result of this process, parties will form and then persist or change as political entities.  If the propositions developed in Chapter 2 are correct, then parties that do not achieve their electoral targets should become discouraged from running alone and seek allies, thereby contributing to the eventual stabilization of the party system.

Based on these theoretical assumptions, Chapter 3 develops nine hypotheses and defines their observable implications at the party and party-system levels.  The chapter then discusses the methodology used to study these hypotheses.  To test the model at the party level, this study employs a comparative analysis of the electoral strategies of parties in Bulgaria and Hungary.  Data from interviews and primary and secondary sources are used in the analysis.  To test the model at the system level, the study employs a larger, statistical analysis, using the number of parties in twelve post-communist systems over several consecutive rounds of elections as its dependent variable.  The methodological issues involved in the use of these approaches are also discussed in this chapter. 

Chapter 4, the beginning of the empirical part of the study, opens with a brief overview of the development of party politics in Bulgaria and Hungary.  In order to test the understanding of party formation and electoral competition presented earlier, this chapter then proceeds to describe the process of the formation and of the electoral competition  by six parties.  The chapter examines the evolution of three Bulgarian and three Hungarian parties over the 1990-2002 period – respectively, the Bulgarian Socialist Party (BSP), the Movement for Rights and Freedoms (DPS), the Bulgarian EuroLeft (BEL), the FIDESZ-Hungarian Civic Party (FIDESZ-MPP), the Alliance of Free Democrats (SZDSZ), and the Hungarian Workers’ Party (Munkaspart).  The discussion defines the parties’ electoral targets, describes the processes that have led to their formation, and follows their choice of electoral strategies over several rounds of elections.  It also touches briefly upon the different factors that have impacted the decision of these parties to form, run alone, form alliances, or merge. 

More detailed analysis of the factors that have impacted the decisions of these six parties in regard to their formation and electoral competition is presented in Chapter 5.  This chapter preserves the party level of analysis and tests several of the hypotheses suggested in Chapter 3.  It focuses on the influence that electoral performance and expected electoral volatility (H1, 2 and 3), ideological crowdedness (H5), and party organizational strength (H9) have had on the decisions of political parties in Bulgaria and Hungary.  In addition to examining in detail the experience of the six parties described in Chapter 4, the analysis also incorporates examples from other parties in the Hungarian and Bulgarian party systems.  Drawing on data from interviews and other sources, and placing these in the context of the evolution of the parties over the years under study, the analysis finds evidence in support of hypothesis 1 and 3, and mixed evidence in support of hypotheses 5 and 9.  Both individual party data and the development of these two party systems indicate that, overall, these parties reacted to anticipated and actual success and failure at elections as proposed.  Although there are exceptions that complicate the overall pattern, in general, both party systems have seen increasing stability with the passing of time, both in terms of the number of new entries and the exit of unsuccessful contestants.  

The evidence is not as conclusive with regard to the roles that ideological crowdedness and organizational strength play in the decision of parties to form and their choice of electoral strategies.  Political party leaders point to the importance of ideological considerations in choosing electoral strategies, and they emphasize a commonly held belief that “ideological space” needs to be consolidated if parties are to be successful electorally.  However, at least in Bulgaria, the actual behavior of political parties partially contradicts this claim.  The number of competitors within ideological trends continues to be relatively high, and new entries within already crowded ideological space continue to appear.  More limited examples of this trend exist in Hungary as well.

The data is equally mixed on the relationship between organization strength and electoral strategies.  Parties in both systems indicated that organizational considerations play a role in their choice of electoral strategies, and that the presence of already established parties is often a deterrent for new entrants and an incentive for allying or merging.  However, while parties seem to be more interested in strengthening their organizations in Bulgaria than in Hungary, examining the evolution of the party systems in these two countries reveals a tendency for the number of parties in Hungary to decrease, but does not find a consistent trend in Bulgaria.  After a short examination of some external factors that seem to have influenced parties in their decisions, but which are not fully accounted for by the theoretical understanding of party behavior, the chapter concludes with the observation that a consideration of system-level factors is clearly needed for a better explanation of party behavior. 

Chapter 6 shifts the level of analysis to the system level in order to test the empirical implications of the theoretical model.  It begins with a brief examination of the electoral systems and of party financing regulations in Bulgaria and Hungary, and examines their apparent influence on the outcomes described in Chapter 4 and 5.  It then proceeds to formulate a model that can be used to test the system level implications of the theoretical model.  Using the number of electoral contestants at every election in twelve post-communist party systems, the model estimates the impact of expected electoral volatility (H3), stability of support (H6), electoral threshold (H4), the regulations of party financing (H7 and 8), and electoral experience (H1) on party behavior.  The analysis finds support for all but one hypothesis and discusses the implications that the results have on the conclusions reached in Chapter 5.  These results indicate that, overall, politicians and parties in the post-communist world appear to behave rationally and in accordance with the understanding of party behavior suggested in Chapter 2.  They appear to define their ambitions in electoral terms and to contest elections with a strategy that best promises to deliver their target. While the party-level analysis presented plenty of exceptions to this pattern from the two systems in this study, the general relationships between the components of the model seem to be well established. 

The major conclusion of this study, presented in Chapter 7, is that to understand the general processes that shape a certain party system might not help us to understand the behavior of any given individual party within the system.  The party level analysis points to the importance of several factors that are not incorporated by a rational and electorally centered view of political party behavior.  Some politicians, at least in Hungary and Bulgaria, seem to value the autonomy of their parties more than the theoretical assumptions regarding party behavior suggest.  Personality factors and prior party histories also can stymie otherwise beneficial cooperation among parties. 

This study also suggests the importance of system-level factors for a party’s choice of electoral strategies, particularly regarding the relatively uninvestigated role that party financing regulations play in the evolution of parties and party systems in the post-communist world.  The study also sheds some light on the trends in organizational development of Bulgarian parties and the role external actors have played in the evolution of party interactions in the post-communist region.  The dissertation concludes with several observations about the impact that party developments have had on democratic politics in the region.

� The term “successor” party/ies will be used throughout this study to mean the party or parties that succeeded the communist party in each system.  The term was introduced by John Ishiyama in his extensive studies of the revamped Communist parties in the post-communist region (Ishiyama, various works; Bozoki and Ishiyama, 2002).


� In fact, the European Union required that any candidate state achieve “stability of institutions guaranteeing democracy, the rule of law, human rights and respect for and protection of minorities,” thus making the establishment of stable parties even more important in the post-communist context (EC, 2004) 


� A political party is defined as “any group, however loosely organized, seeking to elect governmental office-holders under a given label” (Epstein 1967, 9).


� Historically, political parties only came to be accepted with the realization that “diversity and dissent are not necessarily incompatible with, or disruptive of, political order (Sartori 1976, 13). Political parties evolved from the clubs, committees, philosophical societies and parliamentary groups of the pre-modern period (Duverger 1951, xxiii). All of these strived to acquire and exercise power, but the differentiating element of political parties was their connection with the people. Parties emerged when a permanent connection between parliamentary groups and electoral committees took hold. Alternatively, externally generated parties emerged when groups outside the parliamentary setting organized themselves and started competing in elections (Duverger 1951, xxiv).


� This decline, arguably, has been brought around by declining party membership, widespread party identification, and the advent of new technology as a means of political communication (Katz and Mair 1995; Gunther and Diamond 2001). 


� While transition implies the actual replacement of an authoritarian regime with a democratic one, the consolidation of democracy involves the process which leads to the establishment of democracy as the “only game in town.’(Linz and Stepan 1997, 5-6)  According to Mainwaring, the consolidation of democratic regimes necessarily involves the institutionalization, or wide acceptance, of its rules and procedures (Mainwaring 1992, 296). Parties might not play the most important role in the break-up of the previous regime because during this stage other actors, like the military or the country’s elite might be of more significance (Pridham 1995, Heywood 1996, 158).  The more established a democracy becomes, the more central the role played by the parties tends to be. The consolidation of democracy thus requires the presence of stable parties and party systems.  It is important to note, however, that stable political parties might be a necessary condition for the consolidation of democracy, but they are by no means a sufficient condition. Most of the democratization literature studies the role of parties as only one of the factors contributing to the stabilization of democracy. Other important determinants of the stabilization of democracy include historical conditions, political culture, political leadership, state structures, the military, civil society, socioeconomic development, economic performance and international factors. (Diamond and Linz 1988, 2-47; Pridham and Lewis 1996, 1-2)


� These studies, however, disagree on how applicable the theory is to the post-communist world.  The Lawson, et al. volume (1999) is quite skeptical about the strength of social cleavages, especially regarding their reflection in the platforms of political parties.  In contrast, Kitschelt’s work assumes a stronger impact of social divisions and uses extensive survey data to investigate the linkages between public and political parties in terms of various social cleavages.


� The major exception being the works by Georgi Karasimeonov (1996), Waller and Karasimenov (1996) and a study of the Bulgarian Socialist Party by Murer (2002) published in several edited volumes.





