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The end of the Cold War, and the extinction of communism both as an ideology 
and a practice of government, not only have made possible an unparalleled 
experiment in building a democratic order in Central and Eastern Europe, but 
have opened up a most extraordinary intellectual opportunity: to understand, 
compare and eventually appraise what had previously been neither 
understandable nor comparable. Studia Politica. Romanian Political Science 
Review was established in the realization that the problems and concerns of both 
new and old democracies are beginning to converge. The journal fosters the 
work of the first generations of Romanian political scientists permeated by a 
sense of critical engagement with European and American intellectual and 
political traditions that inspired and explained the modern notions of 
democracy, pluralism, political liberty, individual freedom, and civil rights. 
 
Believing that ideas do matter, the Editors share a common commitment as 
intellectuals and scholars to try to shed light on the major political problems 
facing Romania, a country that has recently undergone unprecedented political 
and social changes. They think of Studia Politica. Romanian Political Science 
Review as a challenge and a mandate to be involved in scholarly issues of 
fundamental importance, related not only to the democratization of Romanian 
polity and politics, to the “great transformation” that is taking place in Central 
and Eastern Europe, but also to the make-over of the assumptions and prospects 
of their discipline. They hope to be joined in by those scholars in other countries 
who feel that the demise of communism calls for a new political science able to 
reassess the very foundations of democratic ideals and procedures. 
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Who Really Cares about Outer Space?  

Principal-agent Theory and the Sustainability 
of Outer Space Regulation 

 
BIBIANA BAJZOVÁ*  
(Comenius University) 

 
LUCIA MOKRÁ** 

(Comenius University) 
 
 

Abstract 
States are primary actors in international law. The development of international relations after the 
Second World War and the founding of the United Nations increased the power of international 
organizations (IOs) in the international sphere. The distribution of competences between states and IOs 
is tackled in the framework of principal–agent theory, which holds that sovereign states are principals, 
and IOs are agents acting on the state’s behalf. In terms of international law and international relations, 
the key international legislation regulating outer space is the Outer Space Treaty (OST). The OST 
contains the most important principles and guidance relating to activities in outer space. According to 
the OST, states coordinate their interests, whereas IOs operate in the common good and outer space is 
in the common ownership of all mankind.1 The IOs’ mandate is defined in a wide-ranging and vague 
manner in the OST and even in practice there is no clear distinction between the competences of these 
two original actors and private actors – a new actor operating in outer space. The presence of another 
actor in outer space raises the question of whether the current regulation of outer space in international 
law, primarily the Outer Space Treaty, is sufficient in terms of sustainability and the capabilities of the 
various actors involved – states, IOs and private actors. This paper focuses on the application of 
principal–agent theory to outer space governance in the present day in light of this new actor and the 
division of competences and responsibility. 
 
Keywords: outer space, principal–agent, actors, private interest, collective ownership.  

 
*  Bibiana Bajzová is a PhD student at the Institute of European Studies and International 

Relations, Faculty of Social and Economic Sciences, Comenius University in Bratislava 
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the Institute of European Studies and International Relations (lucia.mokra@fses.uniba.sk). 

1  The Preamble of the Treaty on Principles Governing the Activities of States in the 
Exploration and Use of Outer Space, Including the Moon and Other Celestial Bodies 
refers to “recognizing the common interest of all mankind.” Preferring gender sensitive 
language, we understand this to mean all human beings regardless of gender. The term 
humankind is used throughout the article, with the exception of the quotation from the 
treaty’s provision. United Nations, Office for Outer Space Affairs, Treaty on Principles 
Governing the Activities of States in the Exploration and Use of Outer Space, including 
the Moon and Other Celestial Bodies, RES 2222 (XXI), 1966.  
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Introduction 

 
Outer space is thought of as the final frontier for human beings seeking to 

explore new worlds and to go where no human being has gone before. Just as 
humankind explored Earth and travelled the oceans to find new continents, 
civilization has moved onto a new environment. Outer space is one of four 
global commons, along with the high seas, the atmosphere and the two polar 
regions. These places and resources lie beyond the sovereignty of any state and 
the limits of national jurisdictions.2 Outer space is therefore seen as either the 
property of no-one (res nullius) – it belongs to nobody but could be 
appropriated by anyone – or as common property (res communis) available to 
all, but with no possibility of exercising sovereignty or ownership. Some define 
it as a res extra commercium, claiming that space is free of commerce.3  

The main reason for understanding outer space as one of the global 
commons relates to its historical connotation. COPUOS (Committee on the 
Peaceful Uses of Outer Space) forms part of the United Nations’ (UN) system 
of multilateral treaties that set up the framework of more specific rules. Space 
regulation in international law started in the Cold War era with the drafting of 
the Outer Space Treaty (OST) in 1966 and continued through the adoption of 
other related treaties.4 The potential threat of the misuse of outer space in the 
Cold War led to the agreement of the provisions of the OST, aimed at 
preventing further rivalries between the two sides in the Cold War by extending 
the prohibition on battle into outer space the early commercialization of outer 
space, the extraction of natural resources, and individual economic profit, 
scientific or economic inequalities of states. The most effective way of 
regulating space in the competitive and highly sensitive political context of the 
Cold War era was to treat it as a global common. The final wording of the OST, 
which required a consensus between the opposing parties involved in the Cold 
War, took the form of provisions containing guiding principles, but no rules of 
enforcement. In the current era, the OST does not address the new types of 
challenges that states and international organizations (mainly the UN and its 
agencies) face in outer space. For example, it does not specify passive military 

 
2   Nico Schrijver, “Managing the Global Commons: Common Good or Common Sink?,” 

Third World Quarterly 37, no. 7 (2016): 1252. 
3  Fabio Tronchetti, “The Exploitation of Natural Resources of the Moon and other Celestial 

Bodies: A Proposal for a Legal Regime,” Studies in Space Law 4 (2009): 11-13. 
4  United Nations, Office for Outer Space Affairs, “Agreement on the Rescue of Astronauts, 

the Return of Astronauts and the Return of Objects Launched into Outer Space,” accessed 
February 19, 2021, https://www.unoosa.org/oosa/en/ourwork/spacelaw/treaties/ 
introrescueagreement.html; Convention on International Liability for Damage Caused by 
Space Object. 



Who Really Cares about Outer Space?  11 
 

Romanian Political Science Review  vol. XXI no. 1  2021 
 
 
 
 
 
 

purposes and active military usage, the dual usage of satellites, exotic weapons, 
commercial space flights, asteroid mining, ASAT technologies and many others. 

The current legal regulation of outer space as understood in the OST is 
based on the premise that the sovereign states agreed to regulate and use outer 
space based on the principle that it is a global common and that its competences 
are delegated to an international organization. The international organization 
that operates in outer space and exercises the OST provisions together with the 
states is the UN and its agency, UNOOSA. These two actors cooperate in outer 
space governance, which we understand as the system of the institutions and 
applicable rules and procedures. According to the original principal–agent 
theory, the states are then considered the principals and the international 
organization (UNOOSA) the agent. Nonetheless, the material, social, technical 
and scientific developments in outer space have led to the emergence of other 
actors in outer space – non-state entities, mainly private actors or multinational 
companies.5 These private actors have space capabilities and have started 
contributing to space activities, with the support of a national state or a 
substation belonging to the national state with an outer space presence.  

We aim to analyze how the original principal-agent theory may be 
applicable to the regulation of relations between national states, international 
organizations and private actors and ask whether re-defining the division of 
competences between the three actors (states, IOs and private actors) might help 
to improve implementation of the Outer Space Treaty or, conversely, accelerate 
the need to amend its provisions. 

 
 

Principal and Agent in Outer Space 
 

In general, the traditional principal-agent (PA) theory distinguishes 
between two types of actors – principals and agents. The original source of the 
power lies in the hands of national states who exercise sovereignty over their 
territory and people. Increasingly international organizations, starting in the 
twentieth century, have taken on the role of transferring what were originally 
the state’s competences to international organizations acting as agents. How are 
tasks distributed between these two types of actors in relation to outer space? 
Do the states delegate sovereignty to international organizations, which are then 
tasked with exercising it based on their own decision-making or is there 
opportunity for the nation state to engage in policymaking? If so, which of these 

 
5   As a non-state entity may differ in character from a private, non-governmental or even 

multinational entity, we will use the umbrella term of private actor, as it does not 
distinguish the ownership structure of non-state actors.  
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actors is seen as the principal and which is the agent? And is there opportunity 
for other actors, such as private actors, to engage in outer space activities?  

The role of international organizations is becoming increasingly 
important and sometimes crucial to achieving consensus between different 
states and in international policymaking. As Alexander Andreev has argued, 
“the reality of growing complex interdependence facilitates a structure of global 
governance, radically challenging state-centric approaches to international 
policy-making.”6 The number of international organizations is constantly 
growing,7 and the behavior and conduct of states is limited because of the 
numerous positive obligations arising from the various international and 
regional agreements. The role of international organizations in the international 
system, understood as multilateralism, is key as it allows for inter-state 
discussions, consensus finding, the drafting of international treaties and the 
adoption of decisions. 

The position of international organizations in international relations can 
be understood in various ways, depending on the theoretical perspective. The 
relationship between the state and the international organization depends on 
national interests, the transfer of competences, political power and so on. 
Traditional international relations theories, such as realism and liberal 
institutionalism, emphasize the importance of states and their national interests 
for formulating the foreign policy priorities and setting priorities as part of the 
international agenda. As Michael Barnett and Martha Finnemore have argued, 
these “are theories of states and state behavior.”8 In confirmation of this, 
Mearsheimer argued that “realists maintain that institutions are basically a 
reflection of the distribution of power in the world. They are based on the self-
interested calculations of the great powers, and they have no independent effect 
on state behavior.”9 Liberal institutionalists see international organizations as 
providing a platform for inter-state policy cooperation. This approach also 
foresees the position of other actors in the international community, as states 
exist alongside international organizations. But the liberal institutionalist view 
is state-centric, because it argues that “international organizations in the 

 
6  Alexander Andreev, “To What Extent Are International Organizations (IOs) Autonomous 

Actors in World Politics?,” Opticon 1826 0(2) (2007), accessed on February 19, 2021, 
https://student-journals.ucl.ac.uk/opticon/article/id/846/. 

7  According to the Yearbook of International Organizations, compiled and published regularly 
by the Union of International Associations, approximately 1,200 new organizations are added 
to the list each year. The Yearbook of International Organizations 2015-2016, accessed 
February 16, 2021, https://uia.org/yearbook?qt-yb_intl_orgs=3#yearbook_pages-
page_yb_faq-0. 

8  Michael Barnett and Martha Finnemore, Rules for the World: International Organizations 
in Global Politics (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2004), 5. 

9  John Mearsheimer, “The False Promise of International Institutions,” International 
Security 19, no. 3 (1994-1995): 7. 
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contemporary world are not powerful independent actors, and relatively 
universal organizations such as the United Nations find it extraordinarily 
difficult to reach agreement on significant issues.”10 This means that 
international organizations have limited competences to act or to adopt 
decisions, and their independent conduct as an actor therefore depends on the 
political will and consensus of the states.  

Bob Reinalda and Bertjan Verbeek agree that “many international 
organizations have clearly succeeded in formulating, sometimes implementing, 
policies that cannot be described as the simple product of interstate 
bargaining.”11 It is undoubtedly the case that the activities of international 
organizations reflect states’ interests, but that was the original reason behind the 
sovereign states’ decision to found international organizations in the first place 
– to bring all the actors together and to coordinate or integrate their interests 
based on common values and principles. That means that international 
organizations work as the agents of interests, representing the achieved 
consensus and the actions of the organization’s members. Reinalda and Verbeek 
argue that “it appears that sub-national and trans-national organized interests 
have become influential actors in politics and are noticeably active on their own 
or by means of collective action through a number of existing and rapidly 
emerging international organizations.”12 Hence, the international organizations 
are a kind of actor in international relations, visible mainly due to their 
normative power and ability to create and implement rules as well as to set 
social norms based on the interest of the IO’s members – the sovereign states. 
For Barnett and Finnemore, the role of the international organizations is one of 
rule-setting: “not only to regulate but also to constitute and construct the social 
world.”13 From this, it is clear that the position of the international organizations 
is to communicate and coordinate the interests of their members and to act in 
accordance with the agreed norms and rules.  

However, Yoram Z. Haftel and Alexander Thompson also take the 
autonomous conduct of international organization into consideration: “the 
independence of an institution largely determines its authority and influence, its 
ability to shape international politics.”14 While Barnett and Finnemore claim 
that “the rational-legal authority that international organizations embody gives 

 
10  Robert O. Keohane and Joseph S. Nye, “Transgovernmental Relations and International 

Organizations,” World Politics 27, no. 1 (1974): 39. 
11  Bob Reinalda and Bertjan Verbeek, eds., Autonomous Policy-making by International 

Organisations (London, New York: Routledge, 1998), 3. 
12  Reinalda and Verbeek, Autonomous Policy-making, 3. 
13  Barnett and Finnemore, Rules for the World: International Organizations in Global 

Politics, 6. 
14  Yoram Z. Haftel and Alexander Thompson, “The Independence of International 

Organizations: Concept and Applications,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 50, no. 2 
(2006): 253. 
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them power independent of the states that created them and channels that power 
in particular directions,”15 we think the way state sovereignty is pooled in an 
international organization is extremely important as it determines whether the 
international organization will achieve the legitimacy to act independently. 
Abbott and Snidal argue “that international organizations can become 
autonomous sites of authority because their bureaucracies possess legitimate 
authority and control over expertise.”16 

According to PA theory, “states, acting as a principal, delegate a 
conditional grant of authority to an international organization, the agent, 
empowering it to act on their behalf.”17 The aim of PA theory is to determine 
when agents do (and do not) act in their principals’ interests. PA theory can be 
used to explain why states do this and the effect it has.  

 
“While realism and liberal institutionalism adopt a state centric approach, arguing that 
states use international organizations in order to achieve their own interests, and thus 
continue to exercise power over international organizations after delegating to them. 
Constructivists view international organizations as more autonomous, arguing that once 
power has been delegated to international organizations, they have the potential to 
exercise this power independently in order to achieve their purpose, even if this is 
counter to the interests of states.”18  

 
Cox and Jacobson agree, pointing out that, whether acting individually or 

collectively, international organizations “are usually most influential in 
operational decisions, but they may also be influential in other types of decision 
and that sometimes they act quite independently.”19  

The conduct of international organizations can be considered through the 
state’s delegation of powers hence the international organization may be seen as 
an instrument for the state’s interests. States as principals agree on a specific 
policy, and delegate the implementation of that policy to the agent (international 
organization). However, once that power has been delegated to the agent, it can 
be exercised in different ways in pursuit of the agent’s own interest or purpose, 

 
15  Michael Barnett and Martha Finnemore, “The Politics, Power and Pathologies of 

International Organizations,” International Organization 53, no. 4 (Autumn 1999): 699. 
16  Kenneth W. Abbott and Dunkan Snidal, “Why States Act Through Formal International 

Organizations,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 42, no. 1 (1998): 5. 
17  Darren G. Hawkins, David A. Lake, Daniel L. Nielson and Michael J. Tierney, 

Delegation and Agency in International Organizations (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2006), 7. 

18  Marco Stojanovik, “Are International Organizations principals or agents in international 
relations? What are the contesting IR theoretical analyses of IOs – provide examples of 
IOs that might justify each perspective?” [online] (2016), accessed February 5, 2021, 
https://www.academia.edu/37009227/Are_International_Organizations_Principals_or_Ag
ents_in_International_Relations.  

19  Robert W. Cox and Harold K. Jacobson, The Anatomy of Influence. Decision Making in 
International Organizations (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1973), 399. 
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which run contrary to the principal’s original interest. The principal(s) preferences 
determine or steer the design, as well as the direction of the original consensus 
between the principal and agent, and of the state and international organization 
respectively, on which the international organization was founded. Consequently, 
the principal may introduce changes that reflect the principal’s preferences. The 
agent should therefore adjust its behavior to reflect the principal’s interest. Given 
the potential for principals to hold different positions and opinions, it may be that 
some within the international organization seek to preserve the status quo while 
others would rather reform the system. An escalation in differences of opinion 
may lead to the existence of specific agreements between some principals within 
the international organization. Hence it is possible to have multiple principals.20 
In the end, though, the principals have to agree and come up with a joint decision 
(principles engaging in consensual behavior are referred to as collective 
principals). Afterwards these collective principals may (re)negotiate the 
agreement with the agent. When multiple or collective principals cannot reach 
agreement or consensus between themselves and (re)constitute the task for agent, 
the status quo cannot be changed.21 
 
 

Outer Space Regulation in International Law 
 

Space law consists of “binding legal instruments in the form of the five 
classical space treaties, in addition to which contiguous legal instruments, such 
as the Partial Test Ban Treaty of 1963, although only partially addressing outer 
space, can also be considered as part of this core corpus juris spatialis,”22 and 
less binding norms, but a few of these have been incorporated into the United 
Nations General Assembly Resolutions.  

The historical roots of attempts to regulate the usage of outer space began 
with the launch of Sputnik in 1957, which is viewed as having sparked the 
space race. The UN General Assembly promptly reacted by producing a 
resolution on disarmament, a mere month after the launch of Sputnik. It was 
followed by another resolution in 1958, which “recognized common interest of 

 
20  Darren G. Hawkins, David A. Lake, Daniel L. Nielson and Michael J. Tierney, 

“Delegation Under Anarchy: States, International Organizations, and Principal-agent 
Theory,” in Delegation and Agency in International Organizations, eds. Darren G. 
Hawkins, David A. Lake, Daniel L. Nielson and Michael J. Tierney (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2006), 5-34. 

21  Mona M. Lyne, Daniel L. Nielson and Michael J. Tierney, “Who Delegates? Alternative 
Models of Principals in Development Aid,” in Delegation and Agency, eds. Hawkins et al. 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 45. 

22  Peter Jankowitsch, “The Background and History of Space Law,” in Handbook of Space 
Law, eds. Frans von der Dunk and Fabio Tronchetti (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar 
Publishing Limited, 2015), 26. 
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mankind and usage of space for peaceful purposes to avoid further national 
rivalries.”23 The reason for this was constituted by the actions of the USA and 
the USSR who were developing intercontinental ballistic missiles from existing 
rocket technology, and the launch of Sputnik enabled the USSR to use the 
technology in outer space.24 Generally, the launch of Sputnik might have been 
considered a threat to the state sovereignty of other states when orbiting Earth 
without the specific permission of the Soviet Union to use outer space, and the 
international inaction confirmed that the space is not sovereign in the sense that 
the sea, land or air on Earth are.25 The need for the international regulation of 
outer space was then underlined by the ubi societas ibi jus principle, meaning 
that if human activity exists in outer space, it needs to be regulated by law 
regardless of the setting.26  

Although the concept of sovereignty did not apply to space at the time of 
the Sputnik launch in the sense it did to air, land and sea, the Roman law cujus 
est solum ejus est usque as coelum holds that the state may exercise exclusive 
sovereignty over the air about its territory, thereby extending sovereignty in an 
upwards direction. Consequently, there was a need to distinguish between air 
space and outer space. Air space (above land and territorial waters) falls under 
the complete and exclusive sovereignty of state, whereas outer space cannot be 
subjected to national sovereignty.27 The distinction between air space and outer 
space was challenged once the launch of Sputnik introduced new circumstances 
and states assumed that a state’s territory does not extend infinitely upwards.28 
As Vladimír Mandl pointed out in his landmark book, “if rockets were to create 
problems that could not be solved by air law, a new set of laws would have to 
be created.”29  

 
23  UN General Assembly, Question of the Peaceful Use of Outer Space, RES 1348 (XIII), 

accessed April 12, 2020, https://www.unoosa.org/pdf/gares/ARES_13_1348E.pdf. 
24   Malay Adhikari, Legal Regulation of Private Actors in Outer Space: India’s Role (New 

York: Routledge, 2019), 19. 
25  Steven Freeland, “Applying the Jus in Bello to Military Uses of Outer Space: A Square 

Peg in a Round Hole?,” in Private Law, Public Law, Metalaw and Public Policy in Space: 
A Liber Amicorum in Honor of Ernst Fasan, eds. Patricia Margaret Sterns and Leslie I. 
Tennen (New York: Springer Berlin Heidelberg, 2016), 110. 

26  Imre Anthony Csabafi, The Concept of State Jurisdiction in International Space Law: A 
Study in the Progressive Development of Space law in the United Nations (The Hague: 
Martinus Nijhoff, 1971), 40.  

27  Alexia Solomou, “The Development of International Law Regarding the Peaceful Uses of 
Outer Space,” Gray’s Inn Student Law Journal, no. 5 (2013): 12.  

28  Christy Collis, “Territories Beyond Possession? Antarctica and Outer Space,” The Polar 
Journal 7, no. 2 (2017): 295, https://doi.org/10.1080/2154896X.2017.1373912.   

29  As cited in Peter Jankowitsch, “The Background and History of Space Law,” in 
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The United States felt threatened and wanted to ensure that the Soviet 
Union could not continue its long-standing domination of outer space, therefore 
any treaty that would limit or hinder military usage would have been 
welcomed.30 Conversely, the Soviet Union expected the United States would 
overtake it in this race, and so a new legal system would be valued after its 
‘domestic’ success had come to an end.31 In 1958, the UN set up the ad hoc 
Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space, which became a permanent 
committee under a General Assembly resolution in 1959. Following the 
founding of COPUOS, the General Assembly issued a resolution stating that 
both international law and the UN Charter applied to outer space.32 In 1963, the 
United States and the Soviet Union signed a bilateral agreement that inspired 
the General Assembly to unanimously adopt Resolution 1884 (XVIII) and 
Resolution 1962 (XVIII), known as the Declaration of Legal Principles 
Governing the Activities of States in the Exploration and Use of Outer Space,33 
which was a key moment in international space law and the first normative 
framework for space activities.34 

Between 1963 and 1967, no agreements were signed between space-
faring countries with space exploration capabilities, and there was no 
opportunity to influence the direction of space law. If any of those states had 
decided to appropriate parts of outer space, it would have been impossible to 
draw up the treaty as it is worded today without their consent. It took ten years 
to draft the universal United Nations space document of 1967, the Treaty on 
Principles Governing the Activities of States in the Exploration and Use of 
Outer Space, including the Moon and Other Celestial Bodies, usually referred to 
as the Outer Space Treaty (OST). It was drafted after several countries had 
achieved space capability (from a technical point of view) and the legislation 
was largely influenced by the only space superpowers existing at that time: 
“The Outer Space Treaty was drafted for the purpose of prescribing norms to an 
area that was without law.”35 The OST is one of the most successful multilateral 
treaties ever published,36 and it acts as a guide for both commercial and 
institutional actors.37 
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The OST identifies two key actors, that contribute to the regulation of 
outer space and implement the rules and related principles. They are sovereign 
states and international organizations. Although sovereign states are one type of 
actor in outer space, Article II contains the principle of non-appropriation, 
which means that national sovereignty cannot raise a claim over outer space. 
Hence sovereignty in space is divisible and applies only to space objects and 
personnel. According to Morgentau, “...sovereignty over the same territory 
cannot reside simultaneously in two different authorities, that is, sovereignty is 
indivisible.”38 What we have in these “modern times, sovereignty has almost 
invariably been internally divided between different authorities.”39  

The implementation of the OST indicates that, in the last two decades, 
another type of actor has appeared in outer space – private actors. Private actors 
are present through a range of activities, but the one that is relevant to the non-
appropriation principle is the placement or location of satellites in the 
Geostationary Orbit (GSO) or Geostationary Equatorial Orbit (GEO). There is a 
great interest in placing satellites in the GSO, especially above the Equator, 
hence the GEO, for two reasons: when a satellite is placed in the GSO, it moves 
at the same speed as Earth, therefore it remains at the same position as the 
original placement (meaning above the same territory); and placement above the 
Equator enables the launching state to observe a large area of Earth.40 
Consequently, the GEO is not endless and in theory it could be appropriated 
through the use of all possible satellite placements. States can, via a satellite, 
occupy a specific area of the GEO, therefore the GEO can be defined as a res 
nullius in the sense that a state can lay claim to certain spots of the GEO by 
placing satellites there rather than issuing an official claim. This conduct has no 
legal basis and the space regime does not allow GEO appropriation, as shown 
by the Bogota Declaration signed in 1976 by all the Equatorial states 
(Colombia, Brazil, Congo, Ecuador, Indonesia, Kenya, Uganda, Panama and 
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Zaire), which claims collective ownership of the GEO above these territories.41 
The claim was rejected as lacking a legal basis; however, the case has played a 
role in shaping the ‘legal geography’ of outer space, especially as it pointed to 
potential new uses of outer space. The treaties do not mention private 
appropriation, but the general consensus is that all (both private and national) 
appropriations are denied under Article II of the Outer Space Treaty.42 Private 
appropriation would be possible only with the approval of a higher authority, 
such as the state, but no state has the jurisdiction and competence to do so.43  

Article VI of the OST discusses state responsibility for the actions of 
governmental as well as non-governmental entities, which may be crucial for its 
implementation. It should be noted that Article VI and especially the clause on 
state responsibility for the actions of non-governmental actors, and nowadays 
private actors (corporations, start-ups, investors, etc.) was a compromise 
between the USA and the USSR. During the negotiating and drafting of the 
Outer Space Treaty, the United States wanted to allow private activities in outer 
space, whereas the Soviet Union was against, wanting to prohibit all forms of 
private actions and leave space solely within the ambit of states. The result is 
that private actions are allowed, but states have to bear responsibility for the 
actions of private actors as well.44 
 
 

Who Cares About Outer Space?  
 

The outer space agenda is based on the principle of a global common. 
Principal–agent theory may appear to make it possible for the principal (state) to 
delegate power (sovereignty, tasks, etc.) to an agent (organization). This can 
occur on the basis of the Outer Space Treaty, and in line with principles 
common to all sovereign states. However, PA theory holds that international 
organizations can adopt different roles, mainly because international 
organizations have gained various levels of policy autonomy. The main theory 
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of international organizations adopts a realist approach, where “sovereign states 
dominate world politics.”45 Much of the research on international organizations, 
their conduct and behavior indicate that all these activities, including decision-
making, are based on “defended values, norms, interest, identities and beliefs,”46 
formal and informal rules and understandings. The role and position of an 
international organization may vary, and international organizations can 
simultaneously act as representative and participant at the same time. As Cox 
and Jacobson have shown, “the international organizations can be described at 
the same time as a representative subsystem, dominated by the major member 
states, and as a participant subsystem, which comprises all those who actually 
participate in the decision-making process.”47 

Technological and scientific developments (such as satellites – weather, 
navigation, military and ASAT technologies, debris removal, exotic weapons, 
space exploration technologies – rovers and vehicles, and potentially, in the 
medium-term, asteroid mining technologies, solar/steam power objects and 
manufacturing in space, new societal developments such as space villages, Mars 
missions, flights to the Moon, ownership of the outer space by individuals) have 
led to intensive talks on the relevance and applicability of the treaty to new 
situations and challenges in outer space. States possess far more advanced 
technologies, and so new ideas on the usage of space are emerging. This has led 
to the UN, within which the OST was adopted, being seen as the representative 
subsystem. That means that international organizations and the OST are tools in 
the hands of the member states, or “at best […] an arena for discussion between 
them.”48 The distribution of capabilities between states and their coalitions is 
the main independent variable in explaining decisions about the treaty, its 
implementation and potential revision.  

Although the states that signed the OST are responsible for its 
implementation, state actions are not the only driver, private actors also wish to 
steer the development of outer space legislation. Nowadays, most activities in 
outer space are still initiated and run by sovereign states by sub-contracting 
private actors, preferably private industries financed through public funding or 
Private-Public Partnerships (PPPs).49 However, the “space sector is currently 
undergoing a change in its structure and […] the historical status quo is 
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increasingly being challenged by new business-driven endeavors.”50 This new 
‘ecosystem’ is known as New Space, in which “private actors are playing a 
more prominent role, pursuing the eventual goal of conducting space business 
independently from governments.”51 Therefore, governments and agencies are 
considering “engaging commercial actors in public programs to explore new 
mechanisms and achieve challenging space exploration goals”52 or to free up the 
budget for new missions.53 In other words, some private companies may have 
an inherent commercial objective (the profit maximization) to provide solutions 
developed independently of the public sector. Examples of such companies 
include the Italian company Agrotec, which is developing engineering and 
technical solutions for the International Space Station (ISS) and that is 
contracted by the European Space Agency (ESA) as the main food producer and 
supplier for European astronauts on the ISS, or the Australian company Neora, 
which is developing techniques for scanning and identifying asteroids, enabling 
the data to be used to keep records of asteroids (for asteroid mining among other 
things).54 PPPs may motivate private actors into developing innovative solutions 
and procuring new financial resources so they can survive as competitive in an 
environment as outer space has become in recent years.55 On the other hand, 
“the public sector [is] becom[ing] highly dependent on private contractors 
because of their supply, technology or equipment.”56 

Private actors are also attracted to outer space activities because of the 
opportunity to gain intellectual property rights, specifically the right to 
invention that is a key factor in the commercialization of outer space. The 
inventions are considered to have potential investment value and cross-licensing 
potential. For example, the environmental challenges of outer space, such as the 
removal of space debris, represent long-term investments, but have little appeal 
to companies because of the time frame.57 Hence, investors would not be able to 
enjoy the profits accrued, which would fall to the subsequent investor, and 
where cross-licensing is involved, this may well be the state.  

Some state representatives have suggested that improving the national 
space legislation may help to tackle the issues of outer space usage by other 
actors in the name of the state or substituting state as an OST signatory party. 
The problem here is that only a few sovereign states have come up with 
complex national space legislation, even though many have already started 
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drafting relevant legislation. States adopt different approaches, and that leads to 
state-specific legislation.58 

The position of private actors seeking to use outer space has become 
more relevant, given the limited financial, personnel and technical capacities of 
sovereign states and international organizations. Studies of international 
organizations show that the participant subsystem is based on the position of the 
international organization, which is involved in the decision-making and norm-
setting along with all the other actors. According to Ernst B. Haas,  

 
“Organizations are ruled by coalitions of interests depending on mutual accommodation, 
international consensus, which can come about as the result of continuous bargaining 
between governmental delegates, the international organization’s bureaucracy and also 
independent experts, in which the organization’s leadership may take the lead and 
persuade member states to move beyond the lowest-common-denominator outcome by 
‘splitting the difference’ or even upgrading the common interests.”59  
 
In outer space, we can see that the relationship between the organization 

and its member states is portrayed as a principal–agent relationship, which 
involves other valuable actors – private companies. What then is the position of 
the private actors, along with the principal (state) and the agent (international 
organization)? In traditional PA theory, there are only two actors: the principal 
and the agent. Although private companies operate in outer space with the 
authorization of the state, they cannot be considered principals because they 
lack the legitimacy and legacy of a sovereign legal actor in the global common 
of outer space. In some states, the position of private actors points to the 
possibility that these companies are at least actors insofar as the agenda is 
concerned, even if they are not agents authorized by states to operate in outer 
space. That would mean that an international organization that does not possess 
the full capabilities for the effective implementation of the OST provisions 
could step away from the position of agent.  

Principal–agent theory is aimed “at analyzing the relationship between 
actors: the principal who delegates, but does not surrender, authority to a certain 
body, and the agent, specifically designed to perform certain tasks.”60 When 
states create international organizations, they delegate authority in certain areas 
to these organizations and engage in a principal–agent relationship in which 
they are the principal. “The main analytical problem is to determine and explain 
the agent’s leeway.”61 As mentioned above, international organizations and 
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sovereign states do not possess sufficient capacities in specific areas of outer 
space treaty implementation. Private actors have these capacities, but the legal 
regulation in OST do not enable them to make full use of their potential in 
accordance with the OST provisions. To harmonize practices where states 
authorize private companies to exercise the state’s competences in outer space 
based on the OST provisions, the OST may need revising as it is based on a 
state-centric approach, or it may need to be shifted closer to the PA approach in 
which private companies are considered (additional) agents, while states retain 
their principal position. The role and competences of both types of agent should 
then be revised. What role should the international organization have as agent, 
and what role the private actor as agent? Can we make a distinction between an 
agent with legislative (or decision-making) competence as the IO and an agent 
with executive (implementing) competence as the private actor? Or do we need 
a formal revision and re-codification of the OST that explicitly sets out the role 
of this other type of actor in outer space? Another solution could be to think in 
terms of collective principals as mentioned above, where states together with 
private actors are principals, and international organizations are agents 
implementing the consensual decisions of the primary actors. All parts of this 
approach will require private actors to be reflected in the OST.   

International organizations and member states are caught up in a 
structural relationship of interdependency. Only principals (states) can initiate a 
proposed amendment, but they do not want to give up any of their primary 
powers in outer space. International organizations have limited leeway, as 
Pollack argues, “if no agreement between principals is reached, the status quo 
may well to be the advantage of the agent.”62 Any revision or recodification of 
the OST is more complicated because outer space is a global common; hence it 
is almost impossible for international organizations to pursue their interests 
independently as the global common is for all humankind. It is therefore 
inconceivable that the OST could be revised to include the incorporation of 
private actors in using the global common. 

 
 

Conclusion 
 

Principal–agent theory can be used to reflect on the position of 
international organizations and sovereign states. The theory is grounded in a 
realist approach, based on the premise that sovereign states are the original 
source of power (principals) and may delegate that power to international 
organizations (agents), who are expected to implement it according to the 
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consensus and based on common values. PA theory is suited to the general 
analysis of relations between states and international organizations. In relation 
to outer space, we identified factors affecting the applicability of this theory, 
especially in relation to the fundamental principles of outer space regulations 
and the existing challenges relating to the status of outer space as a global 
common and its non-military character.  

Outer space comes within the sphere of relations connected to space and 
celestial bodies, where sovereign states have achieved a consensus that is 
formulated in the OST. The treaty is based on several principles, primarily that 
existing international law treats outer space as a global common. Global 
commons are characterized as the common heritage of all humankind, res 
communis. It may seem that all those involved in decision-making or the 
implementation of the OST work for the common good of all humankind, as it 
was initially conceived in the drafting and adoption of the OST. After decades 
of OST implementation, there is now a lively debate about the usage of outer 
space, the actors involved, and about regulating the status and conduct of 
private actors operating in outer space in international law. Although no 
concrete steps have been taken on the international scene, not even within 
UNOOSA, countries such as the US or China have undertaken their own 
initiatives which have led to concrete steps. For example, the US adopted the 
Space Act in 2015, which enables private actors to own natural resources mined 
from asteroids.63 That initiative goes far beyond the agreed principle of the 
global common in international law, as does the proposed American Space 
Commerce Free Enterprise Act, which rejects the global common principle. We 
think this is the result of the failure to consider the position of private actors, 
especially those carrying out some specific tasks (such as debris removal).  

The other reason for applying PA theory to states, international 
organizations and private actors hinted at here, concerns the regulation of outer 
space usage for peaceful purposes. While it is incumbent on states and 
international organizations to maintain and promote peace in all areas of work 
under the UN Charter, private actors have no such international obligation. The 
use of outer space for peaceful purposes means non-aggressive use and, for 
some, non-military or non-weaponised use. Thus, another significant difference 
concerns the militarization and weaponization of outer space. In order to keep 
outer space a military-free zone, thereby preventing weaponization, opponents 
have conceived of a space sanctuary. In reality, though, that is merely a space 
sanctuary illusion, blocking the road to weapons in space, because superiority in 
space may determine the success of operations on Earth. The issue remains 
controversial, but the majority of states consider peaceful to mean complete 

 
63  Space Act 114-90, November 25, 2015, [online], accessed May 15, 2020, 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/114th-congress/house-bill/2262. 



Who Really Cares about Outer Space?  25 
 

Romanian Political Science Review  vol. XXI no. 1  2021 
 
 
 
 
 
 

disarmament. According to the general principle of international law, moral and 
legal obligations must be respected; hence there can be no arming of a thus far 
unarmed common territory. This is also referred to as the golden peaceful 
purpose rule. For private actors, focused on economic benefit rather than 
peaceful purposes, enforcement of this rule would create obstacles to them even 
being considered agents in outer space.  

Both the above-mentioned ongoing discussions have contributed to the 
analysis of who is actually involved in outer space governance and in what way. 
Existing international space law has to face the challenges of technological, 
scientific and societal progress, such as satellites (weather, navigation, military 
and ASAT technologies), debris removal, exotic weapons, space exploration 
technologies (rovers and vehicles), and, potentially in the medium-term, 
asteroid mining technologies, solar/steam power objects and manufacturing in 
space, new societal developments such as space villages, Mars missions, flights 
to the Moon, and ownership of the outer space by the individual. Once the 
capabilities of general actors in PA theory are taken into account, both states 
and international organizations lack the technological and financial capacities 
for effective operations. Implementation is based on cooperation between states 
and private actors. How can PA theory be applied here?  

We analyzed existing practice in outer space and the developments and 
implementation practice characterized above shows that PA theory is applicable 
only at the participant system level. Standard (rational) PA theory is not 
applicable as the international organization merely coordinates states’ activities 
– there is no transfer of competences from principal (states) to actor 
(international organizations). The OST, based on the principle of the global 
common and the peaceful usage of outer space, has shifted the role of IOs to 
one of coordinating the activities of all the actors involved. The participant 
system in PA theory provides a basis for justifying the involvement of private 
actors given that at the principal level there is collective interest – sovereign 
states and private actors –, while international organizations retain their position 
as agent. Moderation of attitudes on outer space may help to eliminate the 
individual tendencies of strong principals and private actors implementing the 
rules and norms of the OST and may also contribute to the sustainability of the 
treaty itself. Obversely, discussions of the sustainability of the effective 
application of the treaty will continue, and they may potentially lead to the 
repeal of the existing OST regulation, through the individual interference of 
some states as strong principals.  

The generally agreed idea in the OST, since its drafting between the 
signatory parties, is that “effective control of outer space means effective 
control of the planet.”64 The most important aspect of the OST is that all the 
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provisions constitute principles for the governance and usage of outer space; 
they are not rules. Principles have to be observed, while rules have to be 
enforced by law. Although the OST requires states “to bear international 
responsibility for national activities in outer space,” all the other provisions are 
recommendations or provide guidance for states using outer space. The OST “is 
articulated in general terms and does not produce the explanations and legal 
meaning of terms.”65 It does not regulate outer space, just conduct in space.66  

Therefore, the biggest problem with space law is the lack of consensus on 
its interpretation, and on its implementation by subcontracted private actors of 
signatory states. Is the OST still effective and does it still cover all the aspects 
of outer space usage or does it need replacing or revising? One group claim that 
“it is outdated and does not cover the technological progress and is not updated 
to the current reality”67 - the states which agree that the OST lacks a regime, and 
that a new treaty is the only logical way of achieving the necessary changes. 
Moreover, it is argued that a “new treaty needs a holistic approach because all 
Space treaties are interconnected.”68 The other group says that “without any 
doubt it is a cornerstone of the space law with the solid base.”69 The view that 
the OST has a solid basis does not mean the lack of need to update it. In order to 
deal with the new ‘space challenges,’ the OST “needs amendments, however, in 
the scope of fundamental principles of international space law without changing 
its nature.”70 According to Peter L. Hays, “the OST provides structure to 
cosmos and comprehensive foundation to build upon additional legal 
structure.”71 Other scholars claim that none of the UN space treaties are clear or 
sufficient,72 and “those negotiated in the 1960s and 1970s were agreements and 
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compromises between the United States and the Soviet Union,”73 that arose out 
of geopolitical considerations.74 The OST as such “is not comprehensive 
instrument regulating all existing and foreseeable possibilities of space 
activities,”75 therefore “during upcoming 12 years after the initial launch of the 
OST, it was followed by adoption of additional four major treaties.”76 These 
constitute “the Corpus juris spatialis, the general principles governing the 
exploration and use of outer space.”77 Furthermore, space actors understand the 
value of the OST and so are more interested in building upon the old structure 
rather than creating a new one.78 The proponents of this idea are mainly 
‘experienced’ space-farers, such as Japan, India or the United States.79 As 
Manfred Lachs wrote in 2010, the space principles do not constitute a closed 
chapter, because space law is still in the formative stage; furthermore, some 
laws need further elaboration.80 There are also people who would perhaps agree 
to it being revised, but as Gabrynowitz states, the best idea is to leave the OST 
alone because revising it may mean that much more is lost than gained.81  

Although these days there are implementation challenges regarding the 
OST, states are reluctant to limit the scope of their actions by adopting a 
different treaty or other type of regulation. However, private actors are more 
than likely to be involved in decision-making and in the enforcement of some 
activities. A better role division and a proper understanding of the position of 
principals and agents would improve the sustainability of the OST, and it would 
guarantee effective implementation under the treaty, without the need to amend 
the original text and other related treaties applicable to outer space (Agreement 
on the Rescue of Astronauts, the Return of Astronauts and the Return of Objects 
Launched into Outer Space, Convention on International Liability for Damage 
Caused by Space Objects). The regulation of outer space through the principles 
set out in the OST makes for a flexible system that is more adaptable to rapid 
technological and societal development. 
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76  Peter Jankowitsch, “The Background and History of Space Law,” 6.  
77  Matteo Frigoli, “Between Active Debris Removal and Space-Based Weapons: A 

Comprehensive Legal Approach,” in Space Security and Legal Aspects of Active Debris 
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Pirate parties are a phenomenon that has existed formally for almost fifteen years. This group of 
parties corresponds very well programmatically to the much broader concept of post-material 
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Introduction 
 
“Politicians promise the moon, a brighter future and other empty 

catchwords. The Pirates offer clear and concrete goals – in black and white. Let 
us at them!”1 This was the appeal of the chairman of the Czech Pirate Party, 
Ivan Bartoš, before the 2017 Chamber of Deputies election, which was 
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significant not only for the Czech Pirates, but also for the entire Pirate 
movement. The Czech Pirate Party became the third most powerful party in the 
country and outperformed most of the existing incumbents. 

This article will focus on the comparison of the so-called success cases, 
i.e., successful Pirate parties across Europe. The repeatedly confirmed dominant 
position of many Pirate parties was recently achieved by the Pirate Party in 
Iceland. The Czech Pirate Party joined in this success, and the Pirates also 
managed to score points in Luxembourg. Positive outcomes in the dimension of 
the European elections in the founding country, i.e., Sweden, can also be 
considered a “good shot.” Germany is another country where the Pirates have 
won mandates, namely in state parliaments and the European Parliament. 

This does not mean that no Pirate parties exist in other countries. Dmytro 
Khutkyy mentions a total of 27 Pirate parties across the world in Australia, 
Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Catalonia, Croatia, the Czech Republic, Denmark, 
Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Iceland, Israel, Italy, Japan, the 
Netherlands, Poland, Serbia, Spain, Slovenia, Sweden, Switzerland, Tunisia, the 
United Kingdom, and the United States of America.2 Radu Uszkai and 
Constantin Vică refer not only to the European Pirate parties mentioned above, 
but also to Pirate movements in Canada, USA, South America and Russia.3 In 
other words, there are several countries both European and non-European where 
Pirate parties were not able to reach any mandates. 

The main focus of this text is on the circumstances of the success of these 
parties. The study intends to answer to two main research questions: (1) what 
are the similarities and differences between successful Pirate parties? and (2) 
what aspects can be detected in the context of Pirate parties’ success? This case 
study will analyze Pirate parties that were successful in particular elections. The 
winning of a mandate in either the national or the European Parliament is 
considered a success case.  

In what follows, this article is organized into five sections: the first one 
explains the fundamental theoretical and methodological background, then it 
points to the development of the Pirate movement, but also to the programmatic 
priorities of the Pirates. It also focuses on individual success cases and 
sociological aspects of the success and functioning of Pirate parties. 

There are already several different publications and expert studies 
looking at Pirate parties in various countries from different perspectives. 
However, few of them have studied pirate parties’ success cases from the 
perspective this article proposes. 

 
 

2  Dmytro Khutkyy, “Pirate Parties: The Social Movements of Electronic Democracy,” 
Journal of Comparative Politics 12, no. 2 (2019): 56. 

3  Radu Uszkai and Constantin Vică, “How to Assess the Emergence of the European Pirate 
Parties. Towards a Research Agenda,” Sfera Politicii 169 (2012): 48. 
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Pirate Parties as a Specific Political Party Group 

 
By entering politics, the Pirate parties have opened an experimental zone. 

Their requirement of policy transparency has exposed policy making to several 
significant tests. In Germany, their advancement has been likened to the initial 
development phase of the Greens (Die Grünen). The similarities include the overall 
verbal caliber of the Pirates, and the fact that the party leadership motivated young 
followers not only to vote, but also to get involved in the renaissance of the current 
“dusty organizational model” of German political parties.4 

The more broadly oriented research into new political parties made sense 
of the rise of the so-called environmentalist parties in the context of post-
material cleavages. In general, it is the Green parties and the Pirate parties that 
build on the ethos of post-material values. At the same time, however, it should 
be noted that the Values Party as the first nationwide environmentalist party 
was established in 1972 in New Zealand.5 The origin of this type of parties can, 
therefore, be traced back to the 1970s–80s, a long time before the emergence of 
the Pirate parties.6 Particularly at the beginning of their existence, Pirate parties 
were very closely connected with the ideological and post-material profile of 
the Green parties. In Germany, for example, some important representatives of 
Die Grünen even switched to the Piratenpartei Deutschlands.7 

In the ideological and programmatic context, Miloš Brunclík offers an 
alternative to the category of left-libertarian parties of Herbert Kitschelt.8 He 
adds, however, that although left-libertarian parties are adopting new issues 
crossing the conventional right-left division, they rather elude this concept due 
to their narrowly defined programmatic profile.9 

It can be said that the Green parties and the Pirate parties have, by and 
large, brought new topics to the political arena. They bring new generally 

 
4  Alexander Hensel and Stephan Klecha, Die Piratenpartei. Havarie eines politischen 

Projekts? [The Pirate Party. Disaster on a Political Project?] (Frankfurt/Main: Otto 
Brenner Stiftung, 2013), 16–37. 

5  “The History of The Green Party, Green Party of Aotearoa New Zealand,” accessed 
November 30, 2020, http://www.greens.org.nz/about.  

6  Ferdinand Müller-Rommel, “The Greens in Western Europe: Similar but Different,” 
International Political Science Review 6, no. 4 (1985): 483–498, https://doi.org/ 
10.1177%2F019251218500600407. 

7  Fabian Blumberg, “Partei der „digital natives”?: Eine Analyse der Genese und 
Etablierungschancen der Piratenpartei,” [Party of the “Digital Natives”? An Analysis of 
the Genesis and Chances of Establishing the Pirate Party] (Berlin: Konrad-Adenauer, 
2010), accessed November 30, 2020, https://kas.de/wf/de/33.18785/. 

8  Herbert Kitschelt, “Left-Libertarian Parties: Explaining Innovation in Competitive Party 
Systems,” World Politics 40, no. 2 (1988): 194–234, https://doi.org/10.2307/2010362. 

9  Miloš Brunclík, “Pirátské strany: nový fenomén v politice,” [Pirate Parties: A New 
Phenomenon in Politics] Naše společnost [Our Society] 8, no. 1 (2010): 23. 
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established ideals, and they are specific in their style of internal functioning, or 
in their general internal organization. These bottom-up parties build not only on 
their membership base, but also on the base of their supporters and volunteers. 
At the same time, however, they differ on specific policies and program 
priorities, and therefore exist as distinctive political actors. 

What makes the Pirate parties significant? Let us deliberately start by 
mentioning the initial success of the Pirate party in Sweden. It was there that the 
entire Pirate movement was created on January 1, 2006, following a trial against 
a file-sharing site, The Pirate Bay. The formal registration was completed and 
approved by the Swedish Election Office on February 15, 2006.10 

The website Pirate Bay was established in 2003 by a Swedish think-tank, 
Piratbyrån, with the main goal to allow sharing files on the Internet. In fact, 
Piratbyrån had nothing to do with the later Swedish Pirate party, there was only 
an ideological and issue connection.11 

The signs of Pirate ideas appeared much earlier, as Gissur Ó. Erlingsson 
and Mikael Persson point out: 

 
“The origin of the Pirate Party must be understood in the light of the Swedish so-called 
‘pirate movement’. This movement appeared at the beginning of the 2000s and 
emphasized three issues: (a) personal integrity on the Internet (which here primarily refers 
to critique against unwarranted wiretapping of Internet traffic); (b) file sharing and anti-
commercial downloading; and (c) immaterial rights and copyright restrictions. A decisive 
moment for this movement was the launching of the webpage Pirate Bay in 2003. The 
Pirate Party itself was established three years later, in January 2006, when the leader Rick 
Falkvinge launched the party’s webpage through which members were recruited. By 
February, the party had gained 1,500 members.”12 

 
The rise of Pirate parties was explained by a combination of several 

factors. These include general and longer-term trends in the development of 
electoral behavior, social changes associated with the advent of information 
technology, an ethos of a new party, a new style and new topics, as well as 
media coverage of specific events related to the Pirate movement.13  

In general, new forms of online political engagement and the interaction 
between a digital culture and the political sphere are crucial in analyzing Pirate 

 
10  “Historia,” [History] Piratpartiet.se, 2007, accessed November 30, 2020, 

https://www2.piratpartiet.se/historia. 
11  Simon Lindgren and Jessica Linde, “The Subpolitics of Online Piracy: A Swedish Case 

Study,” Convergence: The International Journal of Research into New Media 
Technologies 18, no. 2 (2012): 143–164, https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1354856511433681. 

12  Gissur Ó. Erlingsson and Mikael Persson, “The Swedish Pirate Party and the 2009 
European Parliament Election: Protest or Issue Voting?,” Politics 31, no. 3 (2011): 122, 
https://doi.org/10.1111%2Fj.1467-9256.2011.01411.x. 

13  Brunclík, “Pirátské strany,” 24. 
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parties’ rise and success.14 At the same time, they pose a sort of programmatic limit 
to the Pirates, based on the frustration of (not only) young people in politics. The 
success of Pirate parties may also be conditional on various national efforts to 
regulate the Internet, interceptions, or other impulses. It is then the Pirate parties 
that attempt to raise issues of the so-called digital democracy.15 

 
 

Programmatic Anchoring of Pirate Parties 
 

Many studies have focused on the roots, origins and other effects of the 
Pirate movement.16 In principle, it can be noted that when the Pirate Party was 
formed in Sweden, it was more a project with a narrow policy profile, centered 
on questions of the Internet or the freedom to use it. The fundamental concept in 
this respect was “intellectual property.”17  

 Other programmatic aspects that remain a defining part of Pirate 
parties’ programs include more precisely regulated on-line monitoring, issues of 

 
14  Simon Otjes, “All on the Same Boat? Voting for Pirate Parties in Comparative 

Perspective,” Politics 40, no. 1 (2020): 39, https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0263395719833274. 
15  Lincoln Dahlberg, “Re-constructing Digital Democracy: An Outline of Four ‘Positions’,” 

New Media & Society 13, no. 6 (2011): 855–872, https://doi.org/10.1177% 
2F1461444810389569. 

16  Fredrik Miegel and Tobias Olsson, “From Pirates to Politicians: The Story of the Swedish 
File Shares Who Became a Political Party,” in Democracy, Journalism and Technology: 
New Developments in an Enlarged Europe, eds. Nico Carpentier et al. (Tartu: University 
of Tartu Press, 2008), 203-215; Adrian Cosstick, “OK, Computer: File Sharing the Music 
Industry, and Why We Need the Pirate Party,” Journal of Media and Communication, 
Special issue: Essays, 2009, accessed November 30, 2020, https://doaj.org/article/ 
0ccd41e8059545308cd7931eb20bc146; Balazs Bodó, “Piracy Versus Privacy: An 
Analysis of Values Encoded in the Pirate Browser,” International Journal of 
Communication 9, no. 1 (2015): 818–838; Martin Fredriksson, “The Pirate Party and the 
Politics of Communication,” International Journal of Communication 9, no. 1 (2015): 
909–924; Martin Fredriksson Almqvist, “Pirate Politics Between Protest Movement and 
the Parliament,” Ephemera: Theory & Politics in Organization 16, no. 2 (2016): 97–114; 
Paolo Gerbaudo, The Digital Party: Political Organisation and Online Democracy 
(London: Pluto Press, 2018); Mattia Zulianello, “Mobilizing Young Voters? A Cross-
national Analysis of Contextual Factors in Pirate Voting,” European Politics and Society 
19, no. 3 (2018): 282–298, https://doi.org/10.1080/23745118.2017.1419666; Lars G. 
Svåsand, “The Swedish Pirate Party: Towards Institutionalisation?,” in Institutionalisation 
of Political Parties. Comparative Cases, eds. Robert Harmel and Lars G. Svåsand 
(London, Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield International, 2019), 155–169; Simon Otjes, 
“All on the Same Boat? Voting for Pirate Parties in Comparative Perspective,” Politics 
40, no. 1 (2020): 38–53, https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0263395719833274. 

17  Erlingsson, “The Swedish Pirate Party,” 121; Uszkai and Vică, “How to Assess the 
Emergence of the European Pirate Parties,” 48–49; Jan Charvát, “Pravice nebo levice? 
Analýza ideologie pirátských stran,” [Right or Left? An Analysis of the Pirate Party’s 
Ideology] Central European Journal of Politics 1, no. 1 (2015): 30. 
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public sector transparency, the common concern for privacy and data security, 
open government and the struggle for a transparent political system. Such issues 
have progressively developed.18   

To sum up, “[t]he Pirate parties advocate for digital rights and civil 
liberties, but they also critique democracy itself and call for democratic 
renewal.”19 The general principle of their evolution as parties is that “[t]he 
political agenda of European Pirate parties is much wider today than before, 
incorporating a broad cultural-modernization program that goes beyond the 
confines of narrow technical policies.”20 

Looking at the articulated Pirate themes from a broader perspective, they 
reflect typical post-material themes. In this context, Marie Demker speaks 
directly about new cleavages.21 From an ideological point of view, it is difficult 
to reliably place Pirate parties on the conventional left-right political spectrum.22 

This classification can also be discussed from many points of view. The 
findings can relate to postmodernity and point to the emergence of new 
cleavages, including that of materialism vs. post-materialism.23 However, they 
also show a significantly more variable relationship between the value 
orientations of different social groups and party preferences. 

The concept of liquid democracy is being discussed within the Pirate 
movement.24 Based on the debate on electronic democracy, the concept is 

 
18  Brunclík, “Pirátské strany,” 21-29; Uszkai and Vică, “How to Assess the Emergence of 

the European Pirate Parties,” 46–55; Bart Cammaerts, “Pirates on the Liquid Shores of 
Liberal Democracy: Movement Frames of European Pirate Parties,” Javnost – The Public 
22, no. 1 (2015): 19–36, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13183222.2015.1017264; Charvát, 
“Pravice nebo levice?,” 29–39. 

19  Cammaerts, “Pirates on the Liquid Shores of Liberal Democracy,” 32. 
20  Johanna Jääsaari and Jockum Hildén, “From File Sharing to Free Culture: The Evolving 

Agenda of European Pirate Parties,” International Journal of Communication 9, no. 1 
(2015): 884. 

21  Marie Demker, “Sailing Along New Cleavages: Understanding the Electoral Success of 
the Swedish Pirate Party in the European Parliament Election 2009,” Government and 
Opposition 49, no. 2 (2014): 189-192, https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2013.24. 

22  Uszkai and Vică, “How to Assess the Emergence of the European Pirate Parties,” 53–54; 
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Europe,” Studia Politica: Romanian Political Science Review 18, no. 4 (2018): 593–611. 

23  Ronald Inglehart, “The Silent Revolution in Europe: Intergenerational Change in Post-
Industrial Societies,” American Political Science Review 65, no. 4 (1971): 991–1017, 
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[Journal of Parliamentary Issues] 43, no. 3 (2012): 626–635, https://doi.org/10.5771/0340-
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typical especially of the German Pirate Party. The main online tool for this 
purpose, the LiquidFeedback, combines the aspects of representative and direct 
democracy.25  Pirate parties can also be more widely spoken of in the context of 
so-called cyber-parties, but it is essential to differentiate between their 
programmatic and organizational dimensions.26 

 
 

Pirate Parties in the European Parliament  
and National Parliaments27 

 
According to current empirical evidence, the Pirates first succeeded in 

Sweden,  in the context of the European Parliament elections of 2009, partly 
also in Germany, especially in connection with the remarkable 15 mandates won 
in the Berlin state parliament, but also the achievement of 1.4% and 0.7% of the 
vote in the 2014 and 2019 EP elections.28 This is comparable with a cross-
national analysis of contextual factors in Pirate voting by Mattia Zulianello, 
who points out the electoral performance of Pirate parties in the 2009 and 2014 
EU elections not only in Sweden, Germany, Iceland and the Czech Republic, 
but also in Croatia, Finland, France, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Slovenia, 
Spain and the United Kingdom.29 In the context of the past few years, the 
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Florian Hartleb, “Anti-elitist Cyber Parties?,” Journal of Public Affairs 13, no. 4 (2013): 
364–365, https://doi.org/10.1002/pa.1480; Lukáš Novotný, “Liquid democracy a Pirátská 
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(2015): 158–178, https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9477.12044; Lars G. Svåsand, “The 
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Cyber Parties?,” 355–369; Carsten Koschmieder, “Klarmachen zum Ändern? Die 
Piratenfraktion nach zwei Jahren im Berliner Abgeordnetenhaus,” [Wind of Change? The 
Pirate Party After Two Years in the Berlin State Parliament] Zeitschrift für 
Parlamentsfragen [Journal of Parliamentary Issues] 45, no. 2 (2014): 365–382; Lukáš 
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success of the Pirates is also evident in Iceland, in the Czech Republic, and in 
Luxembourg.30 

Table 1 compares the success cases of Pirate parties in European or 
national parliamentary elections. In general, the only three Pirate parties able to 
obtain representation in the European Parliament were from Sweden, Germany 
and the Czech Republic. Thanks to their results, the Pirate movement has had a 
continual representation, since its inception, of always at least one MEP of the 
Pirate parties active in EU member states. 

In the case of national parliamentary elections, the Pirates of Iceland were 
the first to win their mandates, followed by the Czech Pirates and the Pirates of 
Luxembourg. In this context, the most successful Pirate party of the present 
time is in the Czech Republic, the only one having won mandates in both the 
European Parliament and the national parliament. 

 
 

The European Parliament 
 

Sweden 
 
With a 7.1% gain, the Piratpartiet reached a single mandate for its leader, 

Christian Engström, in the 2009 European Parliament elections (see Table 2). 
Following the ratification of the Lisbon Treaty, the number of Swedish MEPs 
increased from 18 to 20 and, given the election result, the Swedish Pirates 
recorded an increase in the number of seats by one. This mandate was assigned 
on December 1, 2011 to Amelia Andersdotter, the number two on the party list. 
The next substitute in line was the party founder, Rick Falkvinge. The Pirate 
party joined The Greens/European Free Alliance Group.31 However, this 
integration did not hinge exclusively on green issues, but on agreement on a 
wide range of liberal positions, including, for example, Internet issues.32 

 
 

30  Jessica L. Beyer, “The Emergence of a Freedom of Information Movement: Anonymous, 
WikiLeaks, the Pirate Party, and Iceland,” Journal of Computer-Mediated 
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“Assured Newcomers on a Squally Sea? The Czech Pirate Party before and after the 2017 
Elections,” Acta Fakulty filozofické Západočeské univerzity v Plzni [The Faculty of 
Philosophy and Arts Review] 11, no. 2 (2019): 1–21, https://doi.org/10.24132/ 
actaff.2019.11.2.1; Petra Vodová and Petr Voda, “The Effects of Deliberation in Czech 
Pirate Party: The Case of Coalition Formation in Brno (2018),” European Political 
Science 19 (2020): 181–189, https://doi.org/10.1057/s41304-019-00233-1. 

31  “Val till Europaparlamentet – Valda,” [Elections to the European Parliament – Elected] 
Data.val.se, 2009, accessed November 30, 2020, https://data.val.se/val/ep2009/ 
slutresultat/valda/index.html. 
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Germany 
 
Five years later in 2014, a mandate was acquired by Julia Reda, who became the 

sole Pirate representative not only for Germany, but throughout the European 
Parliament at all (Table 3). She, too, joined The Greens/European Free Alliance 
Group.33 In the 2019 European Parliament elections, the continuity of representation of 
the German Pirate party was maintained (Table 4), when Patrick Breyer achieved a 
mandate and joined the same political group.34 The German Pirates thus became the 
first Pirate party to defend its mandate in the European Parliament. 

 
The Czech Republic 
 
The most successful pirate party in terms of the number of mandates won 

was the Czech Pirate Party, which managed to build on its significant national-
level achievements. The Czech Pirates received a total of three MEP mandates 
for Marcel Kolaja, Markéta Gregorová and Mikuláš Peksa in 2019 (Table 5). 
They all joined The Greens/European Free Alliance. Before the 2019 European 
Parliament elections, the Czech Pirate Party created a joint program with other 
Pirate parties in the EU, which was signed in Luxembourg in February.35 The 
2019–24 electoral term is the first time when the Pirate movement has had 
representatives from two different countries (see Table 6). With this outcome, 
the Czech Pirates outperformed their results of the 2014 European elections, 
when they and the Czech Green party failed by a close margin.36 

 
 

National Parliaments 
 

Iceland 
 
The first Pirate party to win separate mandates in a national parliament 

was the Pirate party of Iceland in 2013, although it only slightly exceeded the 
5% electoral threshold (Table 7). An MP originally representing the Citizens’ 
Movement and The Movement, Birgitta Jónsdóttir, participated in the 
establishment of the Pirate Party in 2012. Despite its success, the Pirate Party 

 
33  “European Parliament election 2014,” Bundeswahlleiter.de, 2014, accessed November 30, 

2020, https://www.bundeswahlleiter.de/en/europawahlen/2014/gewaehlte/bund-99.html. 
34  “European Parliament election 2019,” Bundeswahlleiter.de, 2019, accessed November 30, 

2020, https://www.bundeswahlleiter.de/en/europawahlen/2019/ergebnisse/bund-99.html. 
35  “Evropské pirátské strany spojují síly. V Lucemburku podepsaly program pro eurovolby,” 

[European Pirate Parties Join Forces. They Signed a Program for the European Elections 
in Luxembourg] Info.cz, 2019, accessed November 30, 2020, https://www.info.cz/ 
eu/evropske-piratske-strany-spojuji-sily-v-lucemburku-podepsaly-program-proeurovolby. 

36  Šárovec, “Assured Newcomers on a Squally Sea?,” 7. 
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remained among the opposition parties. In addition to the Pirate Party, another new 
party, Bright Future, won mandates – a significant manifestation of voter volatility.37 

In the 2016 elections, the Pirate Party of Iceland managed to defend its 
position and even improve its vote share (Table 8). It became the first pirate 
party in the world to defend its mandate in the national parliament. However, 
the outcome was worse than expected. Against the background of anti-
government protests held in April 2016 before the elections, a poll showed the 
Pirate Party at 43% and the center-right Independence Party at 21.6%.38 A poll 
just before the October 2016 election put the Pirate Party in the first place with 
22.6%, a point and a half ahead of the Independence Party.39 That would have 
been enough to win, yet eventually, the Pirate Party failed to achieve such an 
extraordinary result in the elections and ended up third. 

After the three-party coalition government collapsed, a snap election took 
place in 2017. The Pirate Party, which ran as the Althing’s third-largest party, 
lost four seats and was reduced to six seats (Table 9). Although its vote share 
fell down, it was able to reaffirm its position in the national parliament for the 
third time, something no other pirate party in the world has been able to do. 
Although the Pirates participated in the negotiations on a possible coalition, 
they remained an opposition force. 

 
The Czech Republic 
 
It is important to analyze the Czech Pirate Party’s success in the context 

of the overall party system development.40 The party has often been identified 
as one for urban liberals, although the Czech Pirates reject this kind of exclusive 
designation. At the same time, in addition to promoting typical Pirate themes, 
the party strongly voiced anti-corruption and protest issues.41 This was directed 

 
37  Eirikur Bergmann, Iceland and the International Financial Crisis: Boom, Bust and 

Recovery (Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 174; “Results of the Elections on April 
27, 2013,” Landskjor.is, 2013, accessed November 30, 2020, https://www.landskjor.is/ 
media/frettir/ElectionsResults_April27_2013.pdf. 

38  “Almost half of Icelandic nation now want the Pirate Party,” Icelandmonitor.mbl.is, 2016, 
accessed November 30, 2020, https://icelandmonitor.mbl.is/news/politics_ and_society/ 
2016/04/06/almost_half_of_icelandic_nation_now_want_the_pirate. 

39  “New poll puts Pirates back on course to win Iceland elections,” Icelandmonitor.mbl.is, 
2016, accessed November 30, 2020, https://icelandmonitor.mbl.is/news/politics_and_ 
society/2016/10/21/new_poll_puts_pirates_back_on_course_to_win_iceland. 

40  Daniel Šárovec, “Is the «New» Always «New»? Theoretical Framework Problems of New 
Political Parties Research: The Czech Republic Experience,” Politics in Central Europe 
15, no. 1 (2019): 55–80, https://doi.org/10.2478/pce-2019-0003. 

41  Vladimír Naxera, “The Never-ending Story: Czech Governments, Corruption and Populist 
Anti-Corruption Rhetoric (2010–2018),” Politics in Central Europe 14, no. 3 (2018): 31–
54, https://doi.org/10.2478/pce-2018-0017; Michel Perottino, Jakub Stauber and Daniel 
Šárovec, “Reconstruction of the State: Lobbying Against Political Corruption in the 
Czech Republic,” Journal of Public Affairs 20, no. 1 (2020): 1–10, https://doi.org/ 
10.1002/pa.2054. 



Contemporary Pirate Parties in the Post-Material Era: Comparing Success Cases  39 
 

Romanian Political Science Review  vol. XXI no. 1  2021 
 
 
 
 
 
 

both against traditional and established parties, and especially against the ruling 
anti-establishment formation, ANO 2011, led by the billionaire Andrej Babiš.42 

The symbol of the Czech Pirate Party’s election campaign in 2017 was the 
“prison” bus, with which the candidates toured all the 76 district cities of the Czech 
Republic. The paint scheme on it reminded of the criminal implications of various 
Czech political scandals of other parties from the past. This campaign concept 
spurred some controversy, and so it often received significant media coverage. 

At the same time, the Czech Pirates were able to adequately communicate 
such topics as openness, tolerance, the country’s pro-Western orientation, or 
respect for the principles of democracy and the rule of law. It was a specific mix 
of issues that had a mobilizing potential and appealed to a wider electoral base. 
The party benefited from its rejection of illiberal, sometimes authoritarian, or 
anti-establishment political forces (mainly the Communist Party of Bohemia 
and Moravia, Freedom and Direct Democracy, ANO 2011, and the pro-Russian 
President, Miloš Zeman). The second critical appeal was directed at other 
established parties that had been alternating in power since the 1990s,43 hence 
the emphasis placed on individual scandals from the past. 

Other specifics in the campaign of the Czech Pirate Party rested, for 
example, in the public crowd-funding campaign, in which twice the target 
amount was raised. In addition, the National Forum of the Czech Pirate Party 
approved its Post-Election Strategy already before the elections via voting on 
the Internet Forum of the Czech Pirate Party. This strategy set a clear procedure 
for the party’s possible involvement in post-election coalitions, and at the same 
time it precisely defined the cases in which the participation of Pirates in post-
election coalitions was strictly out of question. To sum up, a significant protest 
appeal, authenticity and new topics helped the Pirates achieve the third-ranking 
10.8% vote share and 22 mandates (Table 10).44 

 
Luxembourg 
 
Luxembourg saw the third Pirate Party, after the Icelandic and Czech 

Pirates, to win mandates in a national parliament (Table 11). In a year marked 
by Facebook data security breaches, the Cambridge Analytica data mining, and 

 
42  Lukáš Novotný and Daniel Šárovec, “« Ich will Tschechien wie ein Unternehmen 

führen » Zum politischen Erfolg der tschechischen politischen Bewegung ANO 2011,” ["I 
Want to Run the Czech Republic like a Company" – On the Political Success of the Czech 
Political Movement ANO 2011] Zeitschrift für Politik [Journal for Politics] 67, no. 3 
(2020): 314–334, https://doi.org/10.5771/0044-3360-2020-3-314. 

43  “Co je za expanzí Pirátů? Přinesli autenticitu, teď je čeká první vážný test, říká expert,” 
[What Is Behind the Expansion of the Pirates? They Brought Authenticity, Now the First 
Serious Test Awaits Them, Says the Expert] Info.cz, 2019, accessed November 30, 2020, 
https://www.info.cz/zpravodajstvi/cesko/co-je-za-expanzi-piratu-prinesli-autenticitu-ted-
je-ceka-prvni-vazny-test-rika-expert. 

44  Šárovec, “Assured Newcomers on a Squally Sea?,” 1–21. 



40  DANIEL ŠÁROVEC, LUKÁŠ NOVOTNÝ 

Romanian Political Science Review  vol. XXI  no. 1  2021 
 
 
 
 
 
 

the “ChamberLeaks” affair in Luxembourg, it is clearly understandable why this 
party was able to succeed in the election. These issues were combined with a 
strong appeal to young voters, who wanted to express their dissent to some of 
the more established parties.45 

 
 

Pirate Parties: Similar yet Different 
 

Although the Pirate movement originated in Sweden, today it operates 
not only in European countries, but globally as outlined in the introductory part 
of this text. 46 The Pirate movement has been operating under the umbrella of 
the Pirate Parties International (PPI), a worldwide non-profit and non-
governmental organization for Pirate Parties headquartered in Brussels. 

The European Pirate Party (EPP) has been the European platform since 
2014. With its headquarters in Luxembourg, it is an association of Pirate parties 
aspiring to be recognized as a European political party by the European Union. 
Although the Pirate movement has been represented in the European Parliament 
since 2009 (Sweden 2009–2014, Germany since 2014, the Czech Republic 
since 2019), it has not yet met the conditions necessary to form its own political 
group. The formal status of a political group requires at least 25 MEPs elected 
in at least one-quarter of the member states (i.e., at least 7).47 For this reason, 
until now, Pirate MEPs have always been members of The Greens/European 
Free Alliance political group. 

Another European Pirate platform for young participants is The Young 
Pirates of Europe (YPE). This is a federation of European Pirate youth 
organizations and other youth organizations that work on digital issues, 
transparency in government, participative democracy, and civil rights. 

Although the Pirate movements are united in their name, under a general 
idea, and under an identical brand (the pirate flag logo is sometimes modified in 
various ways), their specific program priorities, personnel policy, and other 
elements of the Pirate parties’ work vary so much from country to country that 
nobody could speak of identical Pirate parties coexisting side-by-side. These 
differences are natural not only due to the individual development of each 
national Pirate Party, but also due to the different characteristics and 
development trends of the respective party systems. 

 
45  “The Pirate Party emerges as the biggest winner in the election,” Today.rtl.lu, 2018, 

accessed November 30, 2020, https://today.rtl.lu/news/luxembourg/a/1253561.html. 
46  Šárovec, “Assured Newcomers on a Squally Sea?,” 6. 
47  “What are the requirements to form a political group?,” Europarl.europa.eu, 2019, 

accessed November 30, 2020, https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/ 
20190528BKG53306/faq-about-the-transition-from-the-8th-to-the-9th-european-
parliament/11/what-are-the-requirements-to-form-a-political-group. 
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However, despite individual differences and the absence of their own 
formalized group in the European Parliament, Pirate parties are capable of 
maintaining international contacts within the above-mentioned platforms. 
Bilateral activities or consultations are no exception. This can be exemplified by 
the initiative of consultations and holding of a conference “Pirates of the Digital 
Age: A View from Iceland” by the Czech Pirates with their Pirate colleagues from 
Iceland in 2017.48 In the same year, the Prague National Forum of the Czech 
Pirate Party invited as its guests of honor Rick Falkvinge, founder of the Swedish 
Pirate Party, and Julia Reda, then MEP for the German Pirate Party.49 

In the face of existing evidence, the space for an empirical reflection on the 
success of the Icelandic and Luxembourgish Pirate Parties is still open. The Icelandic 
Pirate Party was the first to successfully reach a national parliament in 2013. 

Interestingly in this context, there is no real consensus on who won the 
international race. For example, in the book Iceland and the International 
Financial Crisis: Boom, Bust and Recovery, Eirikur Bergmann states that, in 
2013, the Icelandic Pirate Party “[w]as the first time a Pirate party had won 
seats in any national parliamentary election.”50 Nevertheless, the Czech Pirate 
Party won this international race with a single mandate in 2012 for a candidate 
in the upper chamber of the Czech Parliament – the Senate. Libor Michálek 
succeeded as a joint candidate of the Czech Pirate Party, the Christian 
Democrats and the Green Party.51 

The specific circumstances and causes of the success of individual Pirate 
parties vary across countries. The Pirate parties analyzed can also be compared 
using data available from the Chapel Hill Expert Survey (CHES) 2019.52 The 
data cover the Pirate Parties of Germany, the Czech Republic, Luxembourg and 
Iceland. Only the Pirate Party of Sweden is not reflected in the CHES Survey 
2019. Generally, this is not a crucial problem because of the party’s long-term 
low relevance within the Swedish party system. 

The following dimensions according to CHES 2019 were chosen for the 
comparison:  

 
“(1) anti-elite salience (as salience of anti-establishment and anti-elite rhetoric; the value 0 
means “not important at all,” 10 means “extremely important,”) and (2) people versus 
elite (as position on people versus elected representatives; some political parties take the 

 
48 “Piráti digitálního věku: konference s islandskými poslanci.” [Pirates of the Digital Age: 

Conference with Icelandic MEPs] Tyinternety.cz, 2019, accessed November 30, 2020, 
https://tyinternety.cz/kalendar-akci/pirati-digitalniho-veku-konference-islandskymi-poslanci/. 

49   Šárovec, “Assured Newcomers on a Squally Sea?,” 13. 
50   Bergmann, Iceland and the International Financial Crisis, 174. 
51   Šárovec, “Assured Newcomers on a Squally Sea?,” 7. 
52   Ryan Bakker et al., “2019 Chapel Hill Expert Survey,” version 2019.1, [online] (Chapel 

Hill, NC: University of North Carolina, 2020), accessed November 30, 2020, 
https://www.chesdata.eu/. 
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position that “the people” should have the final say on the most important issues, for 
example, by voting directly in referendums; at the opposite pole, there are political parties 
that believe that elected representatives should make the most important political 
decisions; the value 0 means “Elected office holders should make the most important 
decisions,” 10 means “The people, not politicians, should make the most important 
decisions.”).”53  
 
Another dimension of comparison consists of a simple overview of Pirate 

Parties’ stances on “corrupt salience (salience of reducing political corruption; 
the value 0 means “not important at all,” 10 means “extremely important.”).”54 

According to Figure 1, the comparison in the dimension anti-elite 
salience and people vs. elite shows that the Pirate Parties of the Czech Republic 
and Luxembourg are closest in their positions. The Pirate Party of Iceland is the 
closest to the mean values, while the German Pirate Party is the most “radical” 
in this respect. The situation is different when comparing attitudes within 
corrupt salience in Figure 2. The most extreme attitude is assigned to the Pirate 
Party of Iceland, which is followed by the Czech Pirate Party. Then, with some 
gap, the German Pirate Party is the third and the Pirate Party of Luxembourg 
perceives this problem as the least fundamental. The comparison shows 
significant differences between the individual successful Pirate parties across 
European countries. 

Nevertheless, individual cases of successful Pirate parties across Europe 
show that they have the potential to reach out to their electorate and succeed. 
The question is to what extent they can become institutionalized and persist in 
party systems. This problem is even more urgent given the very nature of Pirate 
parties or the Pirate movement. But what are the sociological aspects of the 
success of this party group? 
 
 

The Pirate Movement and the Crisis of Politics 
 

The lack of representation of certain topics, voter dissatisfaction, but also 
political crises are among the common causes of the entry of new political 
parties into parliaments.55 The current frequent discussions about the crisis of 
politics necessarily apply to political parties as well. If politics was to be in a 
crisis today, then the crisis affected political parties as an important 

 
53  Ryan Bakker et al., “Codebook 2019 Chapel Hill Expert Survey,” version 2019.3, [online] 

(Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina, 2020), accessed November 30, 2020, 19, 
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5975c9bfdb29d6a05c65209b/t/5fa04ec05d3c8218b7
c91450/1604341440585/2019_CHES_codebook.pdf 

54  Bakker et al., “Codebook 2019,” 19. 
55  Daniel Šárovec, “Konceptuální a metodologické aspekty výzkumu nových politických 

stran,” [Conceptual and Methodological Aspects of New Political Parties’ Research] 
Politologická revue [Czech Political Science Review] 26, no. 1 (2020): 67–86. 
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organizational component of governance. Moreover, the anchoring of political 
parties in society is gradually weakening. Pirate parties, which are specific not 
only in their thematic focus, but also in their organizational structure and 
internal functioning, are affecting this situation.56  Several authors have pointed 
to this (perceived) crisis of politics in recent years.57 

German sociologist, Ulrich Beck, speaks of “dwarfing politics” and 
provides a raw definition of politics, which he believes is a perverse battle 
between parties for the troughs and levers of power.58 Another essential 
interpreter of contemporary society as well as political problems, French 
philosopher, Gilles Lipovetsky, points to a postmodern indifference and speaks 
of an era of emptiness, which, in his words, has also affected politics.59 
Nowadays, we find quite often accounts of crumbling, disintegrating societies 
in which the rules of the open society have lost their primordial charm, in which 
there is a sense of omnipresence of the system, absurd bureaucracy, over-
organization, and absurd chaos.60 

Sociologists find different concepts for these individualized times 
characterized by a general crisis of confidence in politics and the system of 
representative democracy.61 Ulrich Beck, for example, speaks of a “risk 
society,” and points to new social movements that shape policy.62 Zygmunt 
Bauman, then, describes the current times as “liquid modernity” (or “late 
modernity,”) although he avoids the concept of postmodernity.63 However, this 
crisis is affecting virtually the entire Western world. Patrick Burkart notes the 
following in the context of his analysis of the Pirate movement: 

 
 

56  Patrick Burkart, Pirate Politics: The New Information Policy Contests (Cambridge, 
London: The MIT Press, 2014); Cammaerts, “Pirates on the Liquid Shores of Liberal 
Democracy,” 19–36. 

57  Martin Fredriksson and James Arvanitakis, “Piracy, Property and the Crisis of 
Democracy,” eJournal of eDemocracy and Open Government 7, no. 1 (2015): 135–150, 
https://doi.org/10.29379/jedem.v7i1.365. 

58  Ulrich Beck, Die Erfindung des Politischen – Zu einer Theorie reflexiver Modernisierung 
[The Reinvention of Politics: Towards a Theory of Reflexive Modernization] (Frankfurt 
am Main: Suhrkamp, 1993), 180, 183. 

59  Gilles Lipovetsky, L'Ère du vide. Essais sur l'individualisme contemporain [The Age of 
Emptiness. Essays on Contemporary Individualism] (Paris: Gallimard, 1983), 194–239. 

60  Ralf Dahrendorf, Vom Fall der Mauer zum Krieg im Irak. Der Wiederbeginn der 
Geschichte. [From the Fall of the Wall to the War in Iraq. A New Beginning of History] 
(München: C.H. Beck, 2004), 48; Małgorzata Jacyno, Kultura individualismu [The 
Culture of Individualism] (Prague: SLON, 2012), 19–94. 

61  Otjes, “All on the Same Boat?,” 50; Ulrich Beck, Elisabeth Beck-Gernsheim, 
Individualization: Institutionalized Individualism and its Social and Political 
Consequences (London: Sage Publications, 2012), 22–29. 

62  Barbara Adam, Ulrich Beck and Joost van Loon, The Risk Society and Beyond: Critical 
Issues for Social Theory (London, Thousand Oaks, New Delhi: SAGE, 2000), 33–35. 
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“The Pirates test how well the political and legal systems are able to address new political 
grievances. Since the Pirates participate in two national political systems and the EP, they 
break down some barriers that previously relegated most NSMs to permanent outsider 
status and redraw the system boundaries.”64 

 
In line with the aforementioned term liquid democracy, it is necessary to 

bring democracy closer to citizens and to try to get them more involved in the 
participatory processes.65 This idea follows up on earlier discussions of so-
called e-democracy. These tendencies towards direct democracy can also be 
observed elsewhere in the world.66 They mostly appear in places where 
traditional representative democracies are in crisis. Therefore, direct democracy 
is considered a panacea in this respect. In the case of the Pirate movement, the 
idea is further enhanced by the interconnectedness of the online world.67 

Based on these aspects, another significant challenge is the digital age68 
with its specific pitfalls. Political parties need to dynamically transform their 
internal functioning, organization, attitude towards members, or overall strategy 
as a result of technological and social developments. Pirate parties seem to be 
well prepared for this challenge. 
 
 

Conclusion  
 
Although there is a general scarcity of research on Pirate parties and the 

Pirate movement, which leads to severe methodological and empirical 
problems, there is an ever-expanding group of scholarly texts that are trying to 
overcome this problem gradually.69 

Today, governments and political parties often do not manage to solve a 
whole range of new problems, including the so-called refugee crisis, but also a 
general disillusionment with politics (referred to as Politikverdrossenheit in 
German). Corruption or clientelism are also frequently discussed topics in this 
context. This is, moreover, the reason for the emergence of various protest 
parties, often monothematically oriented in their programs, ideologically 
ungrounded within existing party families. This shows that traditional cleavages 
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69  Brunclík, “Pirátské strany,” 21; Otjes, “All on the Same Boat?,” 38. 



Contemporary Pirate Parties in the Post-Material Era: Comparing Success Cases  45 
 

Romanian Political Science Review  vol. XXI no. 1  2021 
 
 
 
 
 
 

are in decline and that a “new policy” has emerged. The notion of post-politics, 
which is the result of a new cleavage in society, also appears.70  

Pirate parties carry specific issues that virtually no political party has 
been able to put on the public agenda. Pirates grow out of protest and are a form 
of protest. Nevertheless, it is not only political distrust that drives Pirate parties’ 
success. Other predictors of voting for them include the year of birth of voters 
and support for cyberlibertarian policies.71 While the Pirate movement works 
across the international forum, it also carries significant national specifics. 
Therefore, the differences in the countries where Pirate parties have succeeded 
need to be carefully analyzed. Without focusing on these circumstances, it is not 
possible to understand the individual success stories of Pirate Parties in 
countries like Sweden, Germany, the Czech Republic, Iceland and Luxembourg. 

It is important to point out that “[t]he Pirates have become a stable feature 
in Icelandic politics, and the Czech Pirate Party came third in the 2017 national 
election.”72 These are, together with the case of Luxembourg, the only three 
political parties that have succeeded in establishing themselves within the 
national dimension. At the European level, the case of the German Pirates can 
be noted, even though they have always defended only one mandate, as well as 
that of the Czech Pirates with three mandates. The question for further research 
remains why some Pirate parties have pushed through once, some even 
repeatedly, and some not at all. 

As for their appeal to typical post-material themes, Pirates have this focus 
in common with the Greens. They often fight with them in the political arena. 
However, each party has built a different set of program specifics. Pirates are also 
actively promoting practices that other parties have supported more cautiously, if 
at all. It cannot be stated unequivocally whether this is a recipe for the future. It is 
much more reliable to say that it reflects the current state of affairs. 

Twenty-first century politics continues to pose new challenges to political 
parties and voters that are closely linked to the development of the post-
information society. Whether the Pirates rely on truly unique principles that 
other political parties will have to embrace will only be shown by further 
development.  

 
70  Gian Vittorio Caprara and Philip G. Zimbardo, “Personalizing Politics: A Congruency 
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Annexes 
 

Table 1: Comparison of successful Pirate parties, 2009–201973 

 Sweden Germany Czech 
Republic Luxembourg Iceland 

Original name Piratpartiet Piratenpartei 
Deutschland 

Česká 
pirátská 
strana 

Piratepartei 
Lëtzebuerg Píratar 

Established 1/1/2006 10/9/2006 17/6/2009 4/10/2009 24/11/2012 

Chair Katarina 
Stensson 

Sebastian 
Alscher 

Ivan 
Bartoš 

Starsky Flor 
and 
Marie-Paule 
Dondelinger 

Smári 
McCarthy 

Electoral 
success 

2009 EP 
elections  

2014 and 
2019 EP 
elections  

2012 Senate 
Elections  
2017 
Chamber of 
Deputies 
Elections  
2019 EP 
elections  

2018 national 
elections  

2013, 2016 
and 2017 
national 
elections  

First 
representation 
in the national 
parliament 

n/a n/a 

20/10/2012 
(Senate) 
21/10/2017 
(Chamber of 
Deputies) 

14/10/2018 27/4/2013 

From 
emergence to 
national 
elections 
success 

n/a n/a 

3 years and 
4 months 
(Senate) 
8 years 
and 
4 months 
(Chamber of 
Deputies) 

9 years 
and 
0 months 

0 years 
and 
5 months 

First 
representation 
in the EP 

7/6/2009 25/5/2014 25/5/2019 n/a non-EU 
member 

From 
emergence to 
EP elections 
success 

3 years 
and 
5 months 

7 years 
and 
8 months 

9 years 
and 
11 months 

n/a non-EU 
member 

Source: author’s own elaboration.  
 

 
73  All Table 1 data to March 1, 2020, the analyzed electoral period is 2009–2019. 
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Table 2: Sweden – 2009 European Parliament Elections results 

 Votes 
(%) 

Votes 
(total) 

Seats 
(of 18)74 

Seats post-
Lisbon 
(of 20) 

Social Democratic Workers’ Party 
(S) 

24.4 773,513 5 6 

Moderate Coalition Party (M) 18.8 596,710 4 4 
Liberal People’s Party (FP) 13.6 430,385 3 3 
Environment Party The Greens (MP) 11.0 349,114 2 2 
Pirate Party (PP) 7.1 225,915 1 2 
Left Party (V) 5.7 179,182 1 1 
Centre Party (C) 5.5 173,414 1 1 
Christian Democrats (KD) 4.7 148,141 1 1 
Source: “Val till Europaparlamentet – Valda,” [Elections to the European Parliament – Elected] 
Data.val.se, 2009, accessed November 30, 2020, https://data.val.se/val/ep2009/slutresultat/ 
valda/index.html. 
 
Table 3: Germany – 2014 European Parliament Elections results 

 Votes 
(%) 

Votes 
(total) 

Seats 
(of 96)75 

Christian Democratic Union (CDU)  30.0 8,812,653 29 
Social Democratic Party (SPD) 27.3 8,003,628 27 
Alliance '90/The Greens (GRÜNE) 10.7 3,139,274 11 
The Left (DIE LINKE) 7.4 2,168,455 7 
Alternative for Germany (AfD) 7.1 2,070,014 7 
Christian Social Union of Bavaria (CSU)  5.3 1,567,448 5 
Free Democratic Party (FDP) 3.4 986,841 3 
Free Voters (FREIE WÄHLER) 1.5 428,800 1 
Pirate Party (PIRATEN) 1.4 425,044 1 
Human Environment Animal Protection 
(TIERSCHUTZPARTEI) 

1.2 366,598 1 

National Democratic Party of Germany (NPD) 1.0 301,139 1 
Family Party of Germany (FAMILIE) 0.7 202,803 1 
Ecological Democratic Party (ÖDP) 0.6 185,244 1 
Die PARTEI (DIE PARTEI) 0.6 184,709 1 
Source: “European Parliament election 2014,” Bundeswahlleiter.de, 2014, accessed November 
30, 2020, https://www.bundeswahlleiter.de/en/europawahlen/2014/gewaehlte/bund-99.html. 

 
 
 

 
74  This means 18 mandates for Sweden alone. In 2009 there were 736 MEPs elected. The 

Lisbon Treaty assigned 20 mandates to Sweden out of the total of 751 MEPs. 
75  This means 96 mandates only for Germany. In 2014, there were elected 751 MEPs. 
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Table 4: Germany – 2019 European Parliament Elections results 

 Votes 
(%) 

Votes 
(total) 

Seats 
(of 96)  

Christian Democratic Union (CDU) 22.6 8,438,975 23 
Alliance '90/The Greens (GRÜNE) 20.5 7,677,071 21 
Social Democratic Party (SPD) 15.8 5,916,882 16 
Alternative for Germany (AfD) 11.0 4,104,453 11 
Christian Social Union of Bavaria (CSU) 6.3 2,355,067 6 
The Left (DIE LINKE) 5.5 2,056,049 5 
Free Democratic Party (FDP) 5.4 2,028,594 5 
Die PARTEI (DIE PARTEI) 2.4 899,079 2 
Free Voters (FREIE WÄHLER) 2.2 806,703 2 
Human Environment Animal Protection 
(TIERSCHUTZPARTEI) 

1.4 542,226 1 

Ecological Democratic Party (ÖDP) 1.0 369,869 1 
Family Party of Germany (FAMILIE) 0.7 273,828 1 
Volt Europa (VOLT) 0.7 249,098 1 
Pirate Party (PIRATEN) 0.7 243,302 1 
Source: “European Parliament election 2019,” Bundeswahlleiter.de, 2019, accessed November 
30, 2020, https://www.bundeswahlleiter.de/en/europawahlen/2019/ergebnisse/bund-99.html. 
 
Table 5: Czech Republic – 2019 European Parliament Elections results 

 Votes 
(%) Votes (total) Seats 

(of 21)76 
ANO 2011 (ANO) 21.2 502,343 6 
Civic Democratic Party (ODS) 14.5 344,885 4 
Czech Pirate Party (PIRÁTI) 14.0 330,844 3 
Mayors and Independents (STAN) + TOP 09  11.7 276,220 3 
Freedom and Direct Democracy (SPD) 9.1 216,718 2 
Christian and Democratic Union (KDU-ČSL) 7.2 171,723 2 
Communist Party of Bohemia and Moravia (KSČM) 6.9 164,624 1 
Source: “Volby do Evropského parlamentu konané na území České republiky ve dnech 24.05. – 
25.05.2019,” [Elections to the European Parliament held in the Czech Republic on 24.05. – 
25.05.2019] Volby.cz, 2019, accessed November 30, 2020, https://www.volby.cz/pls/ep2019/-
ep11?xjazyk=CZ. 
 
Table 6: Pirate parties in the European Parliament since 2009 

Period Name of MEP Pirate party Political group 
2009–2014 Christian Engström Sweden Greens/European Free Alliance 2011–2014 Amelia Andersdotter 
2014–2019 Julia Reda Germany 

 
76  It means 21 mandates only for the Czech Republic. In 2019, there were elected 751 MEPs. 
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2019–2024 

Patrick Breyer 
Marcel Kolaja 

Czech Republic Markéta Gregorová 
Mikuláš Peksa 

Source: Author’s own elaboration based on the European Parliament Elections 2009–2019. 
 
Table 7: Iceland – 2013 Althing Elections results 

 Votes 
(%) 

Votes 
(total) 

Seats 
(of 63) 

Independence Party (SSF) 26.7 50,455 19 
Progressive Party (FSF) 24.4 46,173 19 
Alliance-Social Democratic Party of Iceland (S) 12.9 24,294 9 
Left-Green Movement (VG) 10.9 20,546 7 
Bright Future (BF) 8.2 15,584 6 
Pirate Party (P) 5.1 9,648 3 
Source: “Results of the Elections on April 27, 2013,” Landskjor.is, 2013, accessed November 30, 
2020, https://www.landskjor.is/media/frettir/ElectionsResults_April27_2013.pdf. 
 
Table 8: Iceland – 2016 Althing Elections results 

 Votes 
(%) 

Votes 
(total) 

Seats 
(of 63) 

Independence Party (SSF) 29.0 54,990 21 
Left-Green Movement (VG) 15.9 30,166 10 
Pirate Party (P) 14.5 27,449 10 
Progressive Party (FSF) 11.5 21,791 8 
Revival (VIÐREISN) 10.5 19,870 7 
Bright Future (BF) 7.2 13,578 4 
Alliance-Social Democratic Party of Iceland (S) 5.7 10,893 3 
Source: “Icelandic parliamentary election – 2016,” Icelandmonitor.mbl.is, 2016, accessed 
November 30, 2020, https://icelandmonitor.mbl.is/news/elections-2016-results. 
 
Table 9: Iceland – 2017 Althing Elections results 

 Votes 
(%) 

Votes 
(total) 

Seats 
(of 63) 

Independence Party (SSF) 25.2 49,543 16 
Left-Green Movement (VG) 16.9 33,155 11 
Alliance-Social Democratic Party of Iceland (S) 12.1 23,652 7 
Centre Party (M) 10.9 21,335 7 
Progressive Party (FSF) 10.7 21,016 8 
Pirate Party (P) 9.2 18,051 6 
People’s Party (F) 6.9 13,502 4 
Revival (VIÐREISN) 6.7 13,122 4 
Source: “Icelandic parliamentary election – 2017,” Icelandmonitor.mbl.is, 2017, accessed 
November 30, 2020, https://icelandmonitor.mbl.is/elections2017. 
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Table 10: Czech Republic – 2017 Chamber of Deputies Elections results 

 Votes 
(%) 

Votes 
(total) 

Seats 
(of 200) 

ANO 2011 (ANO) 29.6 1,500,113 78 
Civic Democratic Party (ODS) 11.3 572,948 25 
Czech Pirate Party (PIRÁTI) 10.8 546,393 22 
Freedom and Direct Democracy (SPD) 10.6 538,574 22 
Communist Party of Bohemia and Moravia 
(KSČM) 

7.8 393,100 15 

Czech Social Democratic Party (ČSSD) 7.3 368,347 15 
Christian and Democratic Union (KDU-ČSL) 5.8 293,643 10 
TOP 09 5.3 268,811 7 
Mayors and Independents (STAN) 5.2 262,157 6 
Source: “Volby do Poslanecké sněmovny Parlamentu České republiky konané ve dnech 20.10. – 
21.10.2017 (promítnuto usnesení NSS),” [Elections to the Chamber of Deputies of the Parliament 
of the Czech Republic held on 20.10. - 21.10.2017 (NSS resolution projected)] Volby.cz, 2017, 
accessed November 30, 2020, https://www.volby.cz/pls/ps2017nss/ps2?xjazyk=CZ. 
 
Table 11: Luxembourg – 2018 Chamber of Deputies Elections results 

 Votes 
(%) 

Votes 
(total) 

Seats 
(of 60) 

Christian Social People’s Party (CSV) 28.3 999,381 21 
Luxembourg Socialist Workers' Party (LSAP) 17.6 621,332 10 
Democratic Party (DP) 16.9 597,080 12 
The Greens (GRÉNG) 15.1 533,893 9 
Alternative Democratic Reform Party (ADR) 8.3 292,388 4 
Pirate Party Luxembourg (PIRATEN)  6.5 227,549 2 
The Left (LÉNK) 5.5 193,594 2 
Source: “2018 – Elections législatives,” [2018 – Legislative elections] Elections.public.lu, 2018, 
accessed November 30, 2020, https://elections.public.lu/fr/elections-legislatives/2018.html. 
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Figure 1: Positions of the analyzed Pirate parties by the ‘Anti-elite Salience’ and ‘People vs. 
Elite’ CHES 2019 indicators 
Source: Ryan Bakker et al., “2019 Chapel Hill Expert Survey,” version 2019.1., [online] (Chapel 
Hill, NC: University of North Carolina, 2020), accessed November 30, 2020, 
https://www.chesdata.eu/. 
 

 
Figure 2: Positions of the analyzed Pirate parties by the ‘Corrupt Salience’ CHES 2019 indicator 
Source: Ryan Bakker et al., “2019 Chapel Hill Expert Survey,” version 2019.1., [online] (Chapel 
Hill, NC: University of North Carolina, 2020), accessed November 30, 2020, 
https://www.chesdata.eu/. 
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Abstract 
This article analyzes the most recognized literature about populism, and it proposes a comparative 
analysis of two Latin-American regimes based on the concept of “post-populism.” Post-populism 
refers to the cases in which a populist leader is forced (by different conditions) to leave the 
political scene, and in order to ensure the continuity of his government, he/she indicates to the 
electorate a successor who wins the following elections. Even though it is supposed that a 
populist leader nominates a populist successor, the latter must change his political style to face the 
negative consequences produced by the previous government, thus generating the post-populist 
phenomenon. By using a qualitative approach based on a comparison between the Venezuelan 
and Ecuadorian post-populist cases, namely the regimes of Lenín Moreno and Nicolás Maduro, 
this paper confirms the existence of the analyzed phenomenon and shows the conditions that 
provoke a post-populist outcome.  
 
Keywords: populism, post-populism, Venezuela, Ecuador. 
 
 

Introduction 
 

During the last decade, Ecuador and Venezuela were the setting for 
scenarios of important cases of populism: Hugo Chávez (1998-2013) and Rafael 
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Correa (2006-2017) set themselves as re-founders of their homelands, using 
populism both as an electoral strategy and as a component of their government 
and leadership style. The consequences of their politics were similar: they 
implemented constitutional systems that would have allowed them to preserve 
the power indefinitely. However, Chávez died in 2013. Correa desisted from 
running for the presidential elections in 2017, after being accused by public 
opinion of an evident conflict of interest when, through a questionable process, 
he reformed the Constitution in 2015 to have a chance to be reelected. Thus, 
Nicolás Maduro, indicated by Chávez as his successor in Venezuela, took the 
presidency ad interim until the elections of 2013, which he won, as so did Lenín 
Moreno in Ecuador in 2017, thanks to Correa, who indicated him as the only 
candidate who could ensure a continuity of his plans for Ecuador.  

These situations occurred in comparable contexts, within similar political 
systems characterized by the presence of a populist leader, in nations with 
similar constitutions, based on the “Andean Neo-constitutional Theory,” and 
similar economic schemes that belong to the “Twenty-first Century Socialism” 
ideology, which mainly consists of redistributive political economics.1 The 
similarities could lead us to think that Chávez and Correa’s successors should 
have shown similar political styles and actions, nonetheless the reality does not 
correspond to such an obvious deduction: as we will show, Maduro and 
Moreno’s cases present remarkable differences, as much when compared with 
their predecessors as between themselves. Particularly, Chávez’s leadership 
style seems to be continued in Maduro’s government, but the evidence indicates 
that he stiffens it, up to the point of being considered a dictator,2 while Moreno, 
since the beginning of his term, has taken distance from his predecessor, thereby 
creating a pointbreak in his leadership style. Thus, using the “post-populist” 
concept as a starting point, we will show that the post-populism that occurred in 
Ecuador and Venezuela produced different outcomes as a result of the 
leadership style and actions adopted by the considered presidents when, as a 
consequence of the negative results produced by the previous administrations, a 
segment of the population started to demand a more democratic system. In this 

 
1  Lorenzo Sigaut, Juan Paladino, Mario Pachecho, José Hidalgo, Felipe Hurtado, Asdrubal 

Oliveros and Carlos Álvarez, El socialismo del siglo XXI tras el boom de los commodities 
[The Twenty-first Century Socialism after the Boom of the Commodities] (Quito: 
CORDES, Konrad Adenauer Stiftung, SOPLA, 2017). 

2   Ramiro Ávila, El Neoconstitucionalismo Andino [The Andean Neo-constitutional Theory] 
(Quito: Universidad Andina Simón Bolivar, 2016), 26-32. Some theorists look at Chávez 
from the perspective of an authoritarian president [Rodrigues de Caires and Sánchez, La 
supervivencia del autoritarismo en Venezuela: legados institucionales y estrategias 
mixtas “The Survival of Authoritarianism in Venezuela: Institutional Legacies and Mixed 
Strategies” (Quito: FLACSO, 2020), 48-71], but he only really was a “potential” dictator, 
due to the fact that during his term, he could count on a strong popular support of the 
major part of Venezuelan. 
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regard, the article argues that a populist experience has consequences for 
democracy even after it has ceased to exist, and the more negative the results of 
previous administrations are, the more a given populist experience is protracted 
and stiffens over time.  

 
 

A Qualitative Approach 
 

This article aims to explain the difference between two similar presidential 
cases, based on the concept of “post-populism.” In this case, the prefix “post” has 
not only a temporal but also an ontological meaning: it indicates the evolution of 
a populist phenomenon, which, due to the existence of particular conditions, 
becomes something different; this article presents the theoretical model that 
illustrates this phenomenon. For this reason, it is guided by a qualitative approach 
based on the analysis of secondary sources, which is the best analytical method 
for this kind of study, considering that “it stresses the socially constructed nature 
of reality.”3 

Therefore, through a comparison, the proposed theoretical model will 
constitute the basis of the analysis of the chosen cases. Each case was historically 
analyzed to describe the way in which a populist leadership, such as those of 
Chávez and Correa, evolves into a post-populist one, such as those of Maduro and 
Moreno. Regarding the “internal validity” of the study, each case was first studied 
individually, by using a “process tracing” method,4 a comparative analysis was 
conducted subsequently by verifying if the cases displayed “different necessary 
conditions” despite sharing “qualitative membership in all other conditions.”5 

The small number of cases does not negatively affect the study, nor does 
it detract from its importance, as it describes a phenomenon which is frequent in 
Latin America (as evidenced by the cases of Argentina, Nicaragua and Brazil). 
Moreover, it allows applying a more intensive empirical approach.6  

The questions that guided this study were: “What are the conditions that 
generate post-populism?”, “Is post-populism a univocal phenomenon?”, “Can 
post-populism constitute a way to explain how populism affects democracy?”. 

 
3  Norman Denzin and Yvonna Lincoln, The Sage Handbook of Qualitative Research 

(Thousand Oaks: SAGE Publications, 2008), 4. 
4  James Mahoney and Terrie Larkin, “Comparative-Historical Analysis in Contemporary 

Political Science,” in The Oxford Handbook of Political Methodology, eds. Janet M. Box-
Steffensmeier et al (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 410-542. 

5  Carsten Schneider and Claudius Wagemann, Set-Theoretic Methods for the Social 
Sciences (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 122. 

6  Gary Goertz and James Mahoney, A Tale of Two Cultures: Qualitative and Quantitative 
Research in the Social Sciences (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012). 
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Finally, the article is divided into three parts: the first, which contains the 
theoretical framework, the second, where the application of the process tracing 
took place, finally, the discussion which answers to the research questions. 
 
 

Populism and Post-populism 
 

Latin-American populism is a peculiar topic. Indeed, the historical 
existence of a form of government based on a strong presidentialism distinguishes 
the different experiences around the world from Latin-American populism. This 
element creates the socio-political dynamics that transformed Latin America into 
a “natural habitat”7 for populism. Indeed, after the independence of the Latin-
American colonies, the newborn states were characterized by the existence of a 
multilevel socio-economic and administrative structure that served the interests of 
the European crowns, according to the principle “divide et impera.”8 Accordingly, 
the caudillos, authoritarian figures legitimatized by popular support,9 who ruled at 
the margin of law, started to take precedence, and to constitute modern states 
based on a strong central power, whereby the concentration of such, in the hands 
of a single leader, should have been the necessary condition to prevent the 
countries from suffering internal divisions, and from the maintenance of political 
power by the administrators chosen by the empires.10 In doing so, the caudillo 
paved the way by which many populist politicians have arisen. Indeed, in order to 
gain support from the people, they started to give a more personal touch to 
politics, creating the image of an existing analogical correspondence between the 
people, the homeland’s needs and the leader.11 Hence, we can say that the 
existence of personalism in politics constitutes the common denominator between 
the Latin American presidential system and populism.12  

 
7  Daniel Filc, “Post-populism: Explaining Neo-liberal Populism Through the Habitus,” 

Journal of Political Ideologies 16, no. 2 (2014): 221-238. 
8  Josep Colomer, “Elected Kings with the Name of Presidents,” Revista Latinoamericana 

de Política Comparada 7, (2013): 79-97. 
9  Francisco Panizza, Populism and the Mirror of Democracy (London: Verso, 2005). 
10  Juan Linz, “El régimen autoritario” [The Authoritarian Regime], in Antologías para el 

estudio y la enseñanza de la ciencia política [Anthologies for the Studying and Teaching 
of Political Science], ed. Herminio Sánchez (México D.F.: Herminio Sánchez De La 
Barquera y Arroyo, 2017), 87. 

11  Panizza, Populism and the Mirror of Democracy. 
12  Juan Sarmiento, “Populismo constitucional y reelecciones, vicisitudes institucionales en la 

experiencia sudamericana” [Constitutional Populism and Reelections, Institutional Vicissitudes 
in the South American Experience], Estudios Constitucionales 1 (2013): 569-602. 
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Despite the common origin of all Latin-American populist experiences, it 
was difficult to define the populist phenomenon.13 We can say that, ontologically, 
populism constitutes a particular way to represent social and political reality 
based on a dichotomous vision that confronts the “good” with the “evil part” of 
society,14 in which the determination of what is “good” or “evil” constitutes the 
difference distinguishing the experiences. Thus, populism is not a univocal 
phenomenon: it covers different contextual dimensions. Indeed, many scholars 
proposed definitions that highlight various aspects of this phenomenon.  

One of the first scholars to identify this phenomenon was Gino Germani.15 
He observes that the political style adopted by Perón in Argentina postulates the 
existence of an intermediate political system between authoritarianism and 
liberal democracy, which redeems the lower social classes by allowing them to 
constitute a unique body in order to face an oppressor political system. Ernesto 
Laclau indicates that all experiences related to populism share a common initial 
process, by which the populist leaders succeed in homogenizing the malcontent 
of the population in a unique political base, “the people,” by projecting 
themselves as the only chance to assuage all of the unsatisfied political 
demands.16 Kurt Weyland, conversely, describes populism as a political strategy 
composed of different actions: the mobilization of the people excluded by the 
development process of an economic system, the use of the leader’s person as a 
direct link between the people and the power, and the deinstitutionalization of 
the state.17 

By changing perspective, populism is also described as a “political 
communication style,”18 which refers to “the people,” and communicates a 
strong closeness to it; or as a radical communication style, by which things are 
divided in two strict moral categories: “good” and “evil.”19 Adding to this, 
Francisco Panizza20 agrees with the foregoing opinion, but he reforms the idea 

 
13  Ernesto Laclau, Política e ideología en la teoría marxista: capitalismo, fascismo, 

populismo [Politics and Ideology in Marxist Theory. Capitalism, Fascism, Populism] 
(Madrid: Siglo XXI de España Editores, 1986). 

14  Cas Mudde, “The Populist Zeitgeist,” Government and Opposition 39, no. 4 (2004): 541-563. 
15  Gino Germani, Authoritarianism, Fascism, and National Populism (New Brunswick: 

Transaction Books, 1978), 237-242. 
16  Ernesto Laclau, On Populist Reason (London: Verso, 2005), 69. 
17  Kurt Weyland, “Neopopulism and Neoliberalism in Latin America: Unexpected 

Affinities,” Studies in Comparative International Development 31, no. 3 (1996): 3-31. 
18  Jan Jagers and Stefaan Walgrave, “Populism as Political Communication Style: An 

Empirical Study of Political Parties’ Discourse in Belgium,” European Journal of 
Political Research 46, no. 3: 319–345. 

19  Michael Hameleers and Desirée Schmuck, “It’s Us Against Them: A Comparative 
Experiment on the Effects of Populist Messages Communicated via Social Media,” 
Information, Communication and Society 20, no. 9 (2017): 1425–1444. 

20  Francisco Panizza, “Fisuras entre populismo y democracia en América Latina” [“Fissures 
between Populism and Democracy in Latin America], in El retorno del pueblo: Populismo y 
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by asserting that such dichotomist logic consists of a division between people in 
favor or against the established system, explaining an intrinsic feature of 
populist movements: their anti-establishment nature.  

Accordingly, we can currently consider populism a phenomenon based 
on at least three important pillars: rhetoric, image, and action. The first two 
elements become visible during the electoral campaign of a populist leader, but 
when he is elected president, they are strengthened. The existence of a 
Manichean rhetorical element, which creates groups and sets them against each 
other, according to “good vs. evil” logic, is recognized as fundamental by many 
authors.21 Indeed, the normal antagonism among groups, typical of the political 
confrontation, is exacerbated in populism, through the identification of the 
opponents like enemies.22 Besides, in some cases, the “opponents” are not 
people or tangible situations, but abstract adversities (i.e., globalization, 
economic theories, etc.).23 In order to persuade the people of the existence of 
such enemies, populist leaders transmit a particular image of their person to the 
people, showing themselves as revolutionary heroes,24 who are imminent and 
irreplaceable and the only people capable of changing the system in favor of the 
people, like many past heroes (such as historical liberators).25 Hence, they 
identify themselves as the “homeland re-founders” by proposing constitutional 
changes, as an instrument to recover the moral integrity for the political class.26 

 
 

nuevas democracias [The Return of the People: Populism and the New Democracies], eds. 
Carlos de la Torre and Enrique Peruzzotti (Quito: FLACSO, 2008), 81. 

21  Margaret Canovan, “Trust the People! The Populism and the Two Faces of Democracy,” 
Political Studies 47 (1999): 2-16; Carlos de la Torre, “Populist Citizenship in the 
Bolivarian Revolutions,” Middle Atlantic Review of Latin American Studies 1, no. 1 
(2017): 4-29; Benjamin De Cleen and Yannis Stavrakakis, “Distinctions and 
Articulations: A Discourse Theoretical Framework for the Study of Populism and 
Nationalism,” Journal of the European Institute for Communication and Culture 24, no. 4 
(2017): 1-19; Luís Zanatta, “¿Populismos de izquierda? El caso de América Latina” [Left 
Populism? The Latin American Case], Diálogos 19 (2018): 74-91.  

22  Carlos de la Torre, “Populism and Nationalism in Latin America,” Javnost - The Public 
24, no. 4: 1-16. 

23  Ibid.; Susanne Gratius and Ángel Rivero, “Más allá de la izquierda y la derecha: 
populismo en Europa y América Latina” [Besides the Left and Right: Populism in Europe 
and Latin America], Revista CIDOB d’Afers Internacionals 119 (2018): 35-61. 

24  Francisco Panizza, “Populism and Democracy in Latin America,” Carnegie Council for 
Ethics in International Affairs 23, no. 1 (2009): 39-46; Zanatta, “¿Populismos de 
izquierda?,” 74-91.  

25  Jorge Carpizo, “Características esenciales del sistema presidencial e influencias para su 
instauración en América Latina” [“Essential Features of Presidential System and Influences 
to Its Instauration in Latin America], Boletín Mexicano de Derecho Comparado 115 (2006): 
57-91; Torre, “Populism and Nationalism in Latin America,” 1-16. 

26  Carlos de la Torre, “Populism and the Politics of the Extraordinary in Latin America,” 
Journal of Political Ideologies 21, no. 2 (2016): 121-139. 
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They create an image, which puts the leader’s person at the center of the 
political scene. Particularly, in presidential systems, the populist leader tries to 
control all of the state institutions:27 they become a sort of emanation of his own 
person and, in doing so, he can concentrate power in his hands. Indeed, a 
populist leader always tries to avoid any form of intermediation, directly calling 
“the people” to show their support, as the only source of legitimacy, against the 
claims of his opponents.28 This particular relationship also explains the frequent 
use of referendums which are not used as a tool to consult the population, but 
rather to affirm the correspondence between leader’s and people’s will.29  

This creates a reciprocal identification between leaders and the people 
that produce the “delegative democracy,”30 which represents the best way to 
understand how populism affects the foundations of the liberal democracy, 
since it only gives to people the illusion of participating, and at the same time 
debilitates the opposition to the government.31 In this regard, we can say that 
populism changes the way in which democracy is perceived; indeed, it creates a 
political vision in which democracy is mainly understood in the perspective of 
popular support to the leader. Thus, the above-mentioned identification is the 
result of the use of continuous propaganda and symbolic actions: the first is 
based on lies, false accusations and fake news,32 and its purpose is to stimulate 
the mobilization of “the people,”33 whilst the second is indeterminate and can be 
improvised, in the sense that populist leaders can act outside the limits imposed 
by a political program or the law, taking advantage of contingent situations to 
increase their popularity. Therefore, populism is also considered as a “fictional 
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28  Kurt Weyland, “Neopopulism and Neoliberalism in Latin America: Unexpected 

Affinities,” Studies in Comparative International Development 31, no. 3, (1996): 3-31; 
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and Populism,” New Political Science 30, no. 4 (2008): 521-544; Jenny Jiménez and 
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desde el análisis político del discurso” [Populism in Democratic Contexts in Latin 
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Sociales 64, no. 235 (2019): 255-288. 
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en Ecuador?”, [Popular Consultations and Referendums. A Search for Political 
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ideology,”34 or a “thin ideology,”35 meaning that populist movements never 
achieve an ideological maturity: they take some ideological or programmatic 
elements from strong ideologies, with the only aim of identifying themselves 
with a more familiar political category. Now, before explaining what “post-
populism” is, we have to add another element to understand populism, which is 
its controversial relationship with democracy.  

In this regard, scholars present different perspectives: some agree with 
the fact that populism considers (or uses) “the people” as the very source of 
democracy,36 even superior to the law itself,37 whereby, according to the 
populist outlook, the leader, who is elected by the people, is the real and proper 
guarantee of the existence of democracy in a social system.38 In this regard, 
between democracy and populism there is a common point: the purpose of 
empowering the masses.39 Indeed, it is supposed that a populist leader needs the 
participation of the lower class to achieve power and, for this reason, somehow, 
it spurs the participation, through a limitation of the intermediation of the 
institutions, calling people to a more direct participation in politics.40 In this 
sense, it would seem that populism strengthens democracy.41  

Of course, the fact that democracy is frequently conceived as “liberal 
democracy” makes other scholars contradict the foregoing perspective: some, 
for instance, affirmed that populism can never be considered as democratic, due 
to its rejection of representative institutions,42 while others reaffirm this by 
stating that, in a democratic system, public institutions have the task to limit the 
attributions of a political leader,43 which definitively is a problem for a populist 
ruler. So, according to these last political scientists, the biggest risk represented 
by populism is its fall into an authoritarian regime.  

 
34  Enric Ucelay, “Acerca del concepto ‘Populismo’” [On the ‘Populism’ Concept], Historia 

Social 2 (1988): 51-74. 
35  Ben Stanley, “The Thin Ideology of Populism,” Journal of Political Ideologies 13, no. 1 

(2008): 95-110; Cas Mudde, “The Populist Zeitgeist,” Government and Opposition 39, 
no. 4 (2004): 541-563. 
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37  Koen Abts and Stefan Rummens, “Populism versus Democracy,” Political Studies 47, no. 

1 (2007): 405-424. 
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in the Americas,” Philosophy and Social Criticism 45, no. 4 (2019): 1-16. 
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43  Laura Tedesco and Rut Diamint, “Latin American Democracy. What to Do with the 

Leaders?” Bulletin of Latin American Research 33, no. 1 (2014): 31-45. 
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Beyond this, we have to highlight that, as we have already said, there is a 
trend in populist phenomena occurring in presidential systems towards gaining 
power and maintaining it indefinitely.44 This provokes the colonization of public 
institutions that particularly affects the electoral institutions, which, together 
with the electoral law, are almost always manipulated by populists to ensure the 
continuity of their governments.45 This counteracts with democracy, which 
creates interruptions in the power cycle through the elections, as a form of 
guarantee of its maintenance. 

Democracy frequently manifests its presence through popular claims for 
elections, even outside of the established election timeline, particularly in 
countries with weak democracies and political instability.46 This also occurs 
because when a populist leader remains in power for a long time. Instead of 
strengthening his influence over the people, he corrodes it. There is a logical 
explanation: the raison d’être of populism is the existence of a mass, which, 
influenced by the populist propaganda, votes for a populist ruler, thinking that 
he could satisfy its demands. So, a populist leader has to transmit to the people 
the perception of being able to satisfy them, consistently maintaining high 
levels of popular support for his person. For this reason, populists use public 
funds for paternalistic policies and clientelism,47 but this way of governing only 
functions with adequate economic resources. Consequently, when such 
resources start to lack, people’s support declines, as populist tools show their 
limitations and inadequacy to respond to the people’s needs. Thus, people could 
demand changes in the political system which could lead to new elections, 
whereby producing a challenge to maintain the populist leader’s power. 

When a situation like the aforementioned one occurs, the elements for the 
existence of post-populism appear, and the successor of a populist president can 
change his political style thus producing a discontinuity in the leadership model. 

In this regard, even if the term “post-populism” was coined48 to indicate 
the case of the electoral victory of a neoliberal populist politician, in this paper 
we will use this category to indicate the case. Following a term of a populist 
president, the newly elected candidate (who has won the elections thanks to the 
support of his predecessor) is obliged to modify his political style to maintain 
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power in order to face the negative consequences caused by the precedent 
administration and democratic popular claims. Thus, he generates a new 
leadership model, which presents an ontological connection with populism, but 
it is no longer properly such. Figure 1 summarizes the process that leads to a 
post-populist phenomenon. 

In what follows, the post-populist category is based on the following 
assumptions: (1) in the absence of economic resources, a populist leader 
progressively loses popular consent due to his propensity to spend copious 
public resources in paternalistic and clientelist actions aimed at keeping public 
consent high, which harm the national economy; (2) populism’s nature and 
practice impel the leader to find a way to maintain power; (3) under negative 
social and economic conditions, people always demand changes, and, in 
democratic contexts, these changes should begin with new elections; (4) related 
to the two antecedent points, a populist leader can indicate a successor hoping to 
ensure a continuity for his government plans; (5) closely related to populism, 
post-populism can more easily occur in presidential systems, where politics are 
more easily personalized.  

Through this comparative analysis, we aim to emphasize the existence of the 
described phenomenon and the elements that produced a difference between 
Venezuelan and Ecuadorian post-populisms in the regimes of Moreno and Maduro. 
 
 

Chávez and Correa: Similar Populist Experiences 
 

Based on the assumptions made in the theoretical section, we propose a 
comparison between Chávez’s and Correa’s populist experience, in order to 
highlight the similitudes of the contexts where the post-populist cases emerged. 
There were four categories by which the comparison was made, each of which 
was  analyzed based on distinct elements: populist rhetoric (analyzed in the 
perspective of its function, that is, to create an electoral base, an identification 
between the people and the leader, and the representation of a dichotomous 
reality), populist image (analyzed in the perspective of the use of the 
personalism and the exaltation of the leader’s image), ideology (which had to be 
fictional) and populist actions (like the deinstitutionalization of the state, and 
the design of methods to preserve the power, the use of continuous propaganda, 
of paternalistic and clientelist policies). Finally, the differences between the 
cases are emphasized.  

First, we can observe that both the leaders succeeded in creating an 
electoral base using the rhetoric of needing new constitutions: on one hand, 
Chávez shaped his discourses on the current Venezuelan political culture 
(influenced by past negative democratic experiences), representing himself as 
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the “homeland re-founder;”49 on the other, Correa took advantage from recent 
economic and political crises to convince the population to vote for a 
referendum for a new fundamental law. Besides, they always refer to the people 
to create the image of an identification with the leader, whereby using 
expressions such as “collective leadership,”50 “homeland’s brothers,”51 or using 
the incipit “the people said”52 in their speeches. Nonetheless, regardless of the 
representation of a dichotomous reality and the existence of socio-political 
enemies of “the people,” the similitudes between the leaders are even more 
evident: they both called other political leaders that supported their populist 
movements (as Fidel Castro, for instance) “mates” or “friends,” while they 
presented their adversaries as “the devil,” “betrayers,”53 or “immoral,” also 
using terms with a pejorative connotation like “partocracy,” or “oligarchy,” or 
“yanqui imperialism”54 (specifically, referring to the Unites States). Regarding 
the element of exaltation for the image of the leader, which is typical in a 
populist experience, we can observe that during Chávez’s government the 
whole state became a structure to support the president: from his party, where 
he was expected to always have the last word about every decision, to civil 
society, which was organized to allow the diffusion of presidential messages 
and the execution of governmental programs.55 Correa’s government showed 
the same pattern: through the institutional colonization his image and political 
will were placed at the centre of the country’s life. Even when the president’s 
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life was at risk, as in the case of the “30s,”56 Correa faced his opponents 
personally, to exalt his image.57 In their speeches, the two presidents also 
created a correspondence between themselves and important past leaders (e.g., 
Simón Bólivar).58 Besides, both leaders created personalist parties: the “Partido 
Socialista Unido de Venezuela”  and “Alianza PAIS,”59 which belonged to the 
same fictional ideology, the “XXI Century Socialism.”60 Then, to prove the 
conflictual relationship between their populisms and the democracy, by means 
of new constitutional arrangements, they sanctioned very strict laws meant to 
control the mass media, which allowed them to debilitate the capability of the 
opposition to contrast their governments.61 Also, they subdued the judicial and 
electoral institutions to their will,62 and designed a system where indefinite re-
election of the president was allowed.63 Finally, they managed to maintain a 
high popular support through continuous political propaganda, made in weekly 
communication spaces (transmitted on the television and the radio), called “Aló 
presidente” (“Hello President”) and “Enlace ciudadano” (“Citizens link”) 
(which were financed with public funds), and through institutionalized 
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paternalist and clientelist politics, which took the form of social programs that 
lacked transparency and accountability.64 The only differences that we can 
observe between the considered cases are that Chávez was always supported by 
the armed forces,65 while the military were the only real opponents to Correa’s 
government.66 

Later, Chávez died when the economic conditions were still favourable to 
a populist government, therefore there was popular support for the president. 
Consequently, his successor (indicated by Chávez when he was diagnosed with 
cancer) could continue with Chávez’s leadership style.67 In contrast, Correa 
indicated a successor for the elections of 2017, because his level of popular 
consent was significantly deteriorated after the constitutional reform of 2015 
and, when he left the government, the Ecuadorian economic context could no 
longer support the populist costs. Accordingly, his successor had to make 
changes to the previous leadership style, thereby abandoning populism.   

 
 

Maduro and Moreno: Different Post-populist Outcomes 
 

Before showing the results of the comparison between Maduro and 
Moreno, we want to point out the economic context, the decline in popular 
support, and the number of social protests (that occurred after the election of the 
considered presidents), which led Venezuelans and Ecuadorians to claim for 
political change, thereby creating the prerequisite conditions for a post-populism 
phenomenon.  
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In the following sub-sections, the evidence showcasing the existence 
of the assumptions both of the populist and post-populist phenomena in 
Venezuela and Ecuador are shown. 
 
The Venezuelan Context 

 
As we can observe, during Chávez’s second term, the GDP progressively 

increased, from 2003 to 2008 and from 2010 to 2012, mostly sustained by oil 
revenues. This, together with an increasing external debt, allowed increasing the 
public expenditure in social programs. The oil revenues had sustained Venezuelan 
economy until 2013. Starting from that year, the GDP and the oil revenues have 
progressively and roughly decreased, and not in a proportional way to the external 
debt. The conditions that sustained the public expenditure disappeared, and it 
decreased significantly. In 2017 (we do not find data for 2018), public expenditure 
was the same as during the third quarter of 2012 (see figure 2). During Chávez’s 
government, the popular support was mostly constant, but since Maduro’s election, 
the level of popular support decreased. The data referring to the results of the 2018 
presidential elections can be explained by the low level of participation, and by the 
control that Maduro had on the Venezuelan electoral institution. Indeed, it is refuted 
by the data offered by the available opinion polls (see figure 3). As we can observe, 
all of Maduro’s terms were characterized by a high level of social instability. 
Indeed, the indicated sources show the presence of several deaths (more than a 
thousand) caused by the armed forces, supporting Maduro, during the popular 
protests (see table 1). 
 
The Ecuadorian Context 
 

During Correa’s first term, the Ecuadorian GDP and public expenditures 
progressively increased, while the external debt decreased. Nonetheless, after 
the positive peak in oil revenues in 2012, the GDP began to stabilize, whilst 
public expenditure and external debt grew. Then, starting from 2014, when oil 
revenues roughly declined, the relation between external debt and public 
expenditure became closer. Data show that after 2017 the state of the 
Ecuadorian economy got worse: the GDP did not grow, public expenditure 
decreased, and external debt increased (see figure 4).  

As we can observe, Correa’s level of popular support was mostly 
irregular. His positive peaks match with the presidential elections, but during 
Moreno’s electoral campaign, Correa’s popular support is at its historical 
minimum. In what regards Moreno, he had never achieved the level of support 
of his predecessor in electoral terms. Nevertheless, when he started taking 
distance from the previous president (two months after his election), the level of 
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popular support increased. In 2019, the negative economic situation and the 
popular protest of October caused a new fall (see figure 5). Finally, during 
Moreno’s term, there were only two meaningful popular protests: the first was 
directed against Correa and Moreno, caused by a supposed electoral fraud; the 
second due to economic reasons. The low number of protests can be explained by 
the conciliatory tone that Moreno maintained with the opponents (see table 2). 
 
 

Maduro and Moreno’s Post-populist Experiences 
 

In this section, we propose a comparison between Nicolás Maduro’s and 
Lenín Moreno’s leadership style, based on the same populist categories and 
elements used in the preceding section. This aims to observe if in each of the 
considered cases there was a continuity or a discontinuity toward the previous 
populist experiences.  

First, we can observe that after Chávez’s death, Venezuelans were 
ideologically divided by Maduro into chavistas and opponents. This also 
provoked violent clashes between the two groups during many popular 
protests.68 Moreover, in Moreno’s case, Correa’s supporters were excluded from 
the category of “the people,” and there was a calling for “more honest and 
pacific people,” which could have come from different parties or movements 
previously excluded from Correa’s administration.69 Regarding the use of 
rhetorical means to create identification between the leader and “the people,” 
we can mention the speech that Maduro delivered after Chávez died, in which 
he created a parallel between Chávez’s experience and his by configuring 
himself as Chávez’s rightful heir. This was made clear by the frequent use, in 
the considered speech, of the slogan “they couldn’t defeat you (referring to 
Chávez), they couldn’t defeat us (the people).”70 Through these words, it is also 
evident that Maduro wanted to give continuity to Chávez’s populist experience, 
although it meant that he had to keep subjected to the figure of his predecessor. 
About Moreno, we could not find a similar attitude present in his official speeches.  
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Then, as Chávez did, Maduro referred to political adversaries as the 
enemy. For example, he used very hard and polemic tones against the president 
of the United States, which provoked an escalation of verbal attacks and 
counterattacks between the two presidents, followed by an embargo from the 
United States. The same attitude was also used against other Latin American 
leaders, which started to demand for new elections in Venezuela.71 Conversely, 
Moreno propagated a counter-rhetoric in which his predecessor and political 
supporters became the “new enemy” of Ecuadorians. He reversed the type of 
relationships that the precedent government kept with different partners, such as 
the International Monetary Fund, which was convened to provide economic 
assistance for Ecuador, or the United States to whom the permission to realize 
military actions in Ecuador was allowed; meanwhile, ex-allies, such as 
Venezuela or Cuba, were presented as cases of political failure.72 About the use 
of personalism and the exaltation of the leader’s figure, Maduro made it clear on 
different occasions that his image would always have been the reflection of 
Chávez’s.73 Despite, after using Correa’s image to win the elections in 2017, 
Moreno started to associate his predecessor’s image to many cases of internal 
corruption, thereby creating a distance from Correa.74 Furthermore, with regards 

 
71  Redacción de BBC Mundo, “Nicolás Maduro pide a Estados Unidos que se retracte de la 

acusación al vicepresidente de Venezuela” [Nicolás Maduro Asks to United States to 
Recant from Accusations to the Venezuelan Vice-president], February 15, 2017, accessed 
December 12, 2020, https://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias-america-latina-38977463; 
Redacción de El Comercio, “Maduro amenaza con 'crudas medidas' a los países del Grupo 
de Lima” [Maduro Threatens with ‘Raw Measures’ for Lima’s Group Countries], January 
9, 2019, accessed December 12, 2020,  https://www.elcomercio.com/actualidad/maduro-
amenaza-paises-grupo-lima.html. 

72  Redacción de NTN24, “Lenín Moreno: Correa ‘está avergonzando a los partidarios que le 
quedan’” [Lenín Moreno: Correa ‘Is Ashaming his Remaining Supporters’], June 8, 2018, 
accessed December 12, 20202, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U8ZQ0fcit8E; 
Redacción de CNN Español, “Lenín Moreno acusa financiamiento de Maduro a Rafael 
Correa y a “otro país de América Latina” [Lenín Moreno Denounces Fundings from 
Maduro to Correa and to “Other Latin American Countries], March 22, 2019, acessed on 
December 12, 2020, https://www.cnnchile.com/lodijeronencnn/entrevista-matilde-burgos-
lenin-moreno-pago-maduro-rafael-correa-otro-pais-america-latina_20190322. 

73  Redacción de NTN24, “Nicolás Maduro realiza discurso frente al féretro de Hugo Chávez” 
[Nicolás Maduro Made a Speech in Front of the Coffin of Hugo Chávez], March 3, 2013, 
accessed December 12, 2020, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W-oqPAq78ZU&t=311s. 

74  Simón Pachano, “Elecciones y fin de ciclo en Ecuador. 9° Congreso Latinoamericano de 
Ciencia” [Elections and End Cycle in Ecuador. 9th Latin American Congress of Science], 
2017, FLACSO, Montevideo, accessed December 12, 2020, http://www.congresoalacip-
2017.org/arquivo/downloadpublic2?q=YToyOntzOjY6InBhcmFtcyI7czozNToiYToxOntz
OjEwOiJJRF9BUlFVSVZPIjtzOjQ6IjIzNDYiO30iO3M6MToiaCI7czozMjoiYzM1M2I1
NTg2MmNmZDNlZGY1YzI0ZWIxMmNmNjhhMmQiO30%3D; Redacción de CNN 
Español, “Lenín Moreno acusa financiamiento de Maduro a Rafael Correa y a ‘otro país 
de América Latina” [Lenín Moreno Denounces Fundings from Maduro to Correa and to 
“Other Latin American Countries], March 22, 2019, accessed December 12 2020, 
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to the use of a fictional ideology, we can observe that Maduro maintained 
Chávez’s political vision,75 while Moreno showed a less ideological, more 
practical way of doing politics, also by opening a dialogue with the opposition76 
to his government. Moreover, Maduro kept all the typical populist actions 
during his government, for example, when in 2015 the opposition achieved the 
absolute majority in the Venezuelan National Assembly, the president started to 
repress all democratic processes and institutions by convening a Constitutional 
Assembly that gave to him the legal control of all other branches of the State. 
Maduro also chose to take advantage of the support of military bodies to control 
and suppress all the popular protests, causing many deaths and a massive 
migration of Venezuelans.77 He employed continuous propaganda through a 
television program called “Dialogo Bolivariano,”78 and kept all the social 
programs established during Chávez’s government. He also enlarged the public 
sector, while keeping a good and functional relation with the armed forces, 
whose officials occupy more than thirty percent of the major public offices.79 
Conversely, Moreno “restored” democracy through a referendum, which 
eliminated the indefinite presidential re-election. Then, there was a proposal to 
re-establish the independence of the public institutions by changing their 
directors. Despite this, all the judicial institutions have engaged in a fight 
against the corrupted past establishment which have absorbed almost all the 
work of the state institutions, as a reflection of the president’s plans.80 In the 
meantime, Moreno’s economic and social program proved empty of political 

 
 

https://www.cnnchile.com/lodijeronencnn/entrevista-matilde-burgos-lenin-moreno-pago-
maduro-rafael-correa-otro-pais-america-latina_20190322/. 

75  Rickard Lalander, “Venezuela 2010-2011: Polarización y radicalización del proyecto 
socialist” [Venezuela 2010-2011: Polarization and Radicalization of the Socialist 
Project”], Revista de Ciencia Política 32, no. 1 (2012): 293-313. 

76  Marc Becker and Thea Riofrancos, “A Souring Friendship, a Left Divided,” NACLA 
Report on the Americas 50, no. 2 (2018): 124-127. 

77  María García-Guadilla and Ana Mallen, “Polarization, Participatory Democracy, and 
Democratic Erosios in Venezuela’s Twenty First Century Socialism,” The Annals of the 
American Academy of Political and Social Science 681, no. 1 (2019): 62-77. 

78  Carmen Arteaga, “Amor y chavismo: espacio público y propaganda en el Socialismo del 
Siglo XXI” [Love and Chavism: Public Space and Propaganda in Twenty-first Century 
Socialism], Revista Mexicana de Ciencias Políticas y Sociales 64, no. 237 (2019): 211-243. 

79  Vicepresidencia de la República Bolivariana de Venezuela, 2020, accessed December 12, 
2020, http://www.vicepresidencia.gob.ve/category/noticias/page/7/; Francine Jácome, 
“Los militares en la política y economía de Venezuela” [The military in the Politics and 
Economy of Venezuela], Nueva Sociedad 274 (2018): 119-128. 

80  Presidenciea de la República del Ecuador, “Presidente Lenín Moreno conforma Comisión 
Internacional de Expertos Contra la Corrupción” [President Lenín Moreno conforms an 
Experts International Commission against the Corruption], 2017, accessed December 12, 
2020, https://www.presidencia.gob.ec/presidente-lenin-moreno-conforma-comision-inter-
nacional-de-expertos-contra-la-corrupcion/. 
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contents, and they were rhetorically centred on the maintenance of the past 
social assistance model, even though the Ecuadorian economic context could no 
longer sustain it. Indeed, he gave way to the International Monetary Fund 
reforms to be applied in Ecuador, in order to grant the economic support 
promised by the international organization.81 Finally, Moreno supressed the 
“Enlace ciudadano” (Correa’s television program for propaganda).82  
 
 

Discussion 
 

Regarding the first research question, the data shows that a post-populist 
president has something in common with his predecessor, which is the use of 
the specific rhetoric in almost all its elements. Nonetheless, all the other 
populist categories and elements suffer a partial or substantial transformation. 
Indeed, we can observe that a post-populist leader, who wants to give continuity 
to a populist government, maintains all the rhetoric elements used by his 
predecessor, while a leader who wants to mark discontinuity uses the same 
rhetoric elements against his predecessor.  

In regard to the use of the leader’s personal image, we can say that in both 
the post-populist presented cases, it constitutes a transcendental element; indeed, 
it strongly influences a successor who wants to give continuity to a populist 
experience, while it is functionally and negatively used to strengthen his level of 
popular legitimacy by a successor who does not want (or cannot) maintain this 
kind of leadership style. Regarding the element of ideology and the level of state 
deinstitutionalization, they also represent distinguishing factors, whose 
importance depends on the nature of the relation between the post-populist leader, 
his predecessor, and the people. Therefore, a post-populist leader wanting to 
maintain a populist political leadership stiffens the ideological discourse, and 
keeps the state deinstitutionalized (which represents a negative condition for 
democracy), while a leader intending to mark a difference from a previous 
populist experience abandons ideology and creates the conditions for an increased 
institutional independence, as a fundamental pillar of his political action. 

About the second question, we can say that we are not in front of a 
univocal phenomenon, and different post-populist outcomes exist. With regards to 
the considered post-populist cases, the distinct outcomes are produced by the 
existence of few different conditions between the two cases: (1) In the 
Venezuelan case, the high international oil price supported the entire second part 

 
81  Marc Becker and Thea Riofrancos, “A Souring Friendship, a Left Divided,” NACLA 

Report on the Americas 50, no. 2 (2018): 124-127. 
82  Carlos Andrade and Carlos Pazmiño, “Transición no significa continuidad. Apuntes para 

discutir la coyuntura ecuatoriana” [Transition Does not Mean Continuity. Notes to 
Discuss the Ecuadorian Conjuncture], Religación 3, no. 12 (2018): 135-144. 
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of Chávez’s term, and he died before the fall of such prices. Conversely, in the 
Ecuadorean case, the oil prices started to fall during the final part of Correa’s last 
term. This fact had an influence on the level of popular support of each president, 
depending on the availability of resources to sustain their policies. (2) Just before 
he died, Chávez had won the elections of 2012, which demonstrates an existing 
popular support, meanwhile in Correa’s case there was not a direct democratic act 
that can prove “the people’s” opinion on his person. (3) For this reason, Maduro 
did not have the chance or pretext to go against his predecessor, who was a factor 
of legitimacy, whereas in Moreno’s case, he could take advantage of the decline 
of consent experimented during Correa’s last term, to blame and make him 
become the new enemy of the people. (4) While in Venezuela, Chávez could 
subject all public institutions, including the armed forces, in Ecuador, Correa 
could not achieve this. Thus, Maduro reacted to protests by using coercion to 
maintain power, whereas Moreno had to use a conciliatory tone with his 
opponents to guarantee to the people his desire to respect the interests of all. (5) 
Maduro still concentrated power in his person, thus becoming an authoritarian 
president, while Moreno tried to re-institutionalize the state, thereby becoming a 
more democratic president.  

Regarding to the last question, we can conclude that the need for populists 
to maintain a high level of popular support, through the use of paternalistic and 
clientelist policies, makes the political scenario depend frequently on the 
economic condition of a country. So, when the economy cannot sustain a populist 
political program, a populist government reveals its inefficiency and provokes 
popular discontent. To fight this situation, a populist leader has to change his 
political style by creating a post-populist phenomenon. 

Finally, we can also conclude that, first of all, democratic claims and the 
existence of negative socio-economic conditions produced by the previous 
administration constitute sufficient conditions for the existence of a post-populist 
phenomenon; then, the possibility for the president (in presidential system) to 
dispose discretionally of coercion, and the fact that the degree of legitimacy of a 
president depends mostly on his relation with the figure of the predecessor are 
necessary conditions to make a post-populist phenomenon express itself in the form 
of authoritarianism or, vice versa, making it degrade from its past experience. 

 
Conclusion 

 
The analysis of the post-populist phenomenon enhances the level of 

knowledge about populism, and the most interesting topic highlighted by the 
study is, the factors which allow populism to arise are the same economic and 
social conditions that generate post-populism. It substantially means that 
populism cannot really solve economic and social problems. 

Through this study, it is also explained that when talking about populism, 
it is strongly necessary to focus on the existence of important nuances, which 
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can explain differences among populist experiences. In the considered cases, the 
different use of populist features indicates that Maduro and Moreno cannot be 
considered just as populist leaders, but, as we have said, as post-populist 
presidents.  

We can also observe how post-populism can shed light on the relation 
between populism and democracy: indeed, this does not consist in a univocal 
relation, but socio-economic conditions can influence the way in which the first 
impacts on the letter. Indeed, in Maduro’s case, we can observe that post-
populism represents a negative evolution in the considered relation, while, in 
Moreno’s case, post-populism corresponds to a manner of partially restoring 
democracy in Ecuador. Moreover, if we accept the idea that the peculiar political 
culture that characterizes the considered national contexts considers democracy 
mainly in the perspective of the popular support for the government, we can also 
say that the post-populist phenomenon, in the light of Venezuelan experience, 
shows that populism can only be potentially dangerous for democracy. 
Furthermore, the conditions that cause a degeneration of democracy, and the use 
of a more authoritarian leadership style have an economic nature. Indeed, 
democracy decays when a populist leader wants to maintain a populist leadership 
style, although the national economic conditions no longer allow the populist 
politician to ensure popular support for the president through the use of a welfare 
assistance economic scheme. 
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Annexes 
 
 

Table 1. Occurred popular protests 

Year Reason 

2013 The supporters of Capriles, Maduro’s principal opponent, denounced an election fraud 
and demanded a recount of votes, which was denied by the National Electoral Council.83 

2014 There were several marches in favor and against Maduro.84 

2015 Maduro’s opponents protested for the arrest of the opposition’s exponent Leopoldo 
López.85 

2016 People protested to support the opposition’s impeachment requirement.86 

2017 People protested against Maduro’s government for more than three months.87 

2018 In 2018, more than 5000 protest were realized against Maduro’s government.88 
Source: authors’ own elaboration. 
 
 
 

 
83  Redacción de El Mundo, “Siete muertos en los incidentes de Venezuela” [Seven Dead in 

the Venezuelan Incidents], April 17, 2013, accessed December 12, 2020, 
https://www.elmundo.es/america/2013/04/15/venezuela/1366062632.html. 

84  Redacción CNN Español, “Disturbios en Venezuela durante las marchas dejan 3 muertos 
y 66 heridos” [Disturbances in Venezuela during the Marches leave 3 Dead and 66 
Injured], December 2, 2014, accessed December 12, 2020, https://cnnespanol.cnn 
.com/2014/02/12/tension-en-venezuela-en-medio-de-marcha-nacional-y-ola-de-protestas/. 

85  Redacción de El País, “La oposición venezolana protesta por la condena a Leopoldo 
López” [The Venezuelan Opposition Protests the Conviction of Leopoldo López], 
September 19, 2015, accessed December 12, 2020, https://elpais.com/internacional/ 
2015/09/19/actualidad/1442673477_528954.html. 

86  Redacción de El País, “Más de 100 manifestantes heridos en las protestas contra Maduro 
en Venezuela” [More than 100 Protesters Injured in Protests against Maduro in 
Venezuela], October 27, 2016, accessed December 12, 2020, https://elpais.com/ 
internacional/2016/10/26/america/1477495011_576179.html. 

87  Redacción de CNN Español, “100 datos en 100 días de protestas en Venezuela” [100 Data 
in 100 Days of Protests in Venezuela], July 9, 2017, accessed December 12, 2020, 
https://cnnespanol.cnn.com/2017/07/09/80-datos-en-80-dias-de-protestas-en-venezuela/. 

88  Redacción de El País, “Venezuela, 30 protestas diarias” [Venezuela, 30 Daily Protests], 
July 18, 2018, accessed December 12, 2020, https://elpais.com/internacional/ 
2018/07/18/america/1531871427_802344.html. 
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Table 2. Occurred popular protests 

Year Reason 

2017 
People’s protests began before the election of Moreno. They were mainly directed against 
Correa and the prevision of a tax increase to face the economic decline. When Moreno 
was elected, the supporters of his opponents started to claim for a recount of votes, 
thereby denouncing an election fraud.89 

2019 
People protested in the October of 2019, due to the reforms proposed by the International 
Monetary Fund to Ecuador and approved by the President Moreno. In this case, 
indigenous people demanded a ministerial change, while members of the opposition 
required an early election.90  

Source: authors’ own elaboration. 

 

 
89  Redacción de El Comercio, “Manifestaciones en contra y a favor del Régimen en Quito” 

[Demonstrations against and in favor of the Regime in Quito], August 25, 2016, accessed 
December 12, 2020, https://www.elcomercio.com/actualidad/quito-manifestaciones-
oposicion-rafaelcorrea-centrohistorico.html; Redacción de El Universo, “Asambleístas 
correístas protestan en la Asamblea y piden adelanto de elecciones” [Correístas 
Assemblymen Protest in the Assembly and Ask for the Advancement of Elections], 
October 13, 2019, accessed December 12, 2020, https://www.eluniverso.com/noticias/ 
2019/10/03/nota/7545766/asambleistas-correistas-protestan-asamblea-piden-adelanto. 

90  Redacción de El Tiempo, “Indígenas de Ecuador piden 'inmediata' destitución de dos 
ministros” [Indigenous people of Ecuador demand 'immediate' removal of two ministers], 
October 13, 2019, accessed December 12, 2020, https://www.eltiempo.com/mundo/-
latinoamerica/indigenas-de-ecuador-piden-destitucion-de-dos-ministros-422896. 
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Figure 1. Flowchart of the post-populist process 
Source: authors’ own elaboration. 
 

 
Figure 2. Main Venezuelan economic indicators (2007-2018) 
Source: Banco Central de Venezuela, 1999-2020, http://www.bcv.org.ve/estadisticas/balanza-de-
pagos; World Bank, 1999-2020, https://data.worldbank.org/country/venezuela-rb; Datosmacro, 
1999-2020, https://datos,maccro.expansion.com/paises/venezuela. 
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Figure 3. Public support for Hugo Chávez and Nicolás Maduro (1999-2018) 
Source: Consejo Nacional Electoral, 1999-2020, http://www.cne.gob.ve/web/estadisticas/index_ 
resultados_elecciones.php; Encuestadora Meganalisis, 2019, http://www.encuestadorameganalisis.com/ 
2-de-diciembre-20191.html. 
 

 

Figure 4. Main Ecuadorian economic indicators (2007-2018) 

Source: Banco Central, 2007-2018, https://contenido.bce.fin.ec/documentos/Estadisticas/Sector-
Real/Previsiones/IndCoyuntura/EstMacroEstruc2018.pdf. 
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Figure 5. Public support for Rafael Correa and Lenín Moreno (2006-2018) 
Source: CEDATOS, 2016, https://cedatos.com.ec/2016/07/18/rueda-de-prensa-cedatos-evaluacion-
9-anos-de-gobierno-del-presidente-rafael-correa-23-mayo-2016/; Consejo Nacional Electoral, 2017, 
https://cne.gob.ec/documents/estadisticas/publicaciones/resultados%20electorales%2008052017.pdf; 
Consejo Nacional Electoral, 2018, https://portal.cne.gob.ec/es/institucion/procesos-electorales/-
referendum-y-consulta-popular-2018; Perfiles de opinión, 2019, https://notimundo.com.ec/en-
dos-anos-la-confianza-hacia-lenin-moreno-ha-bajado-del-85-al-24-segun-perfiles-de-opinion/; 
CEDATOS, 2020, https://cedatos.com.ec/2020/05/23/la-poblacion-evalua-la-gestion-de-los-tres-
anos-de-gobierno-del-presidente-lenin-moreno/. 
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Abstract 
The purpose of the paper is to illustrate the differences and similarities in the concepts of Poland’s 
foreign policy referring to the security-related issues as well as to the cooperation with the non-
European neighboring countries – that is Ukraine, the Republic of Belarus, and the Russian 
Federation – observed on the basis of the content of annual presentations given by Polish 
ministers of foreign affairs in the period of 2011-2019. Since they both summarize the previous 
year’s foreign policy and outline the main objectives for the forthcoming year, the speeches 
delivered by Poland’s ministers of foreign affairs provide an excellent basis for comparative 
studies and reflect the changes in foreign policy depending on which political party is in power. 
This article uses a comparative content analysis approach which focuses on configurations of 
similarities and differences observed within a limited number of cases. So far, there have been no 
attempts made to analyze the conception of Polish foreign policy by juxtaposing it with the 
neorealist and neoliberal theory of international relations. The research allows for a better 
understanding of the differences in Poland’s foreign policy conducted during the period 2011-
2015, when a liberal center-right government was in office in Poland, and 2015-2019, when a 
conservative right government was in power. 
 
Keywords: security policy, international cooperation, Poland’s foreign policy, cooperation with 
Ukraine, energy security.  
 
 

Introduction 
 

The juxtaposition of the concepts of foreign policy pursued by the 
government coalition of the Civic Platform (hereinafter referred to as PO) and 
the Polish People’s Party (hereinafter referred to as PSL) in the period 2011-
2015 versus the one put forward by the Law and Justice (hereinafter referred to 
as PiS) and some minor allied parties (in power since 2015) reflects not only 
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political disputes stemming from the pragmatics of a political conflict, but also 
opposed conceptualizations and – at least partly – objectives set in foreign policy. 

The purpose of this paper is to analyze the differences and similarities in 
the conceptions of Poland’s foreign policy concerning mainly the security-
related issues, as well as the cooperation with the non-European neighboring 
countries – that is Ukraine, the Republic of Belarus, and the Russian Federation 
– on the basis of the content of annual information bulletins issued by the 
ministers of foreign affairs in the period of 2011-2019. In the content of the 
speeches, references to the paradigms of realist and liberal theories of 
international relations were searched for.  

In Poland, the realist and liberal concepts of international relations are 
considered mainly in academic disputes relating to foreign policy and its 
understanding. Undoubtedly, both concepts are well known to Polish diplomats. 
A few publications of one of the Ministers of Foreign Affairs, Jacek Czaputowicz, 
were dedicated to the considerations of the theory of international relations.1 
However, the speeches of ruling authorities do not make any explicit references to 
the application of the above-mentioned concepts in political practice. References 
to these concepts are present, to a varying degree, in the official speeches of 
ministers of foreign affairs (in contrast to the speeches made by liberals and 
conservatives) as far as we take into consideration such categories related to 
internal relations as: the national interest/interdependence of the states; 
independence/institutionalization of internal relations; bilateral 
relations/international organizations; the state’s power and dominance/soft power. 

While analyzing Poland’s foreign policy towards Ukraine, Belarus and 
Russia, one should also pay attention to some issues related to the cooperation 
in terms of security with some other East-Central European countries. These 
countries include Moldova, and the southern Caucasian countries (i.e. Georgia 
and Azerbaijan). 

This paper deals with seven problems most often raised in annual 
speeches delivered by ministers of foreign affairs in the Polish Sejm (the lower 
house of Parliament) in the context of security policy and the cooperation with 
Belarus, Ukraine and Russia. To these belong: Ukraine’s accession to NATO, 
Ukraine’s process of integration with the EU, the energy policy in the East-
Central Europe, Poland’s political relations with the Republic of Belarus, 
Poland’s political relations with the Russian Federation, the operations within 
the Eastern Partnership, the operations within “The Three Seas Initiative” as a 
counterbalance to the Eastern Partnership initiative. 

 
1  Jacek Czaputowicz, Bezpieczeństwo międzynarodowe: współczesne koncepcje [National 

Security, Contemporary Conceptions] (Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Naukowe PWN, 2012); 
Jacek Czaputowicz, Suwerenność [Sovereignty] (Warszawa: Polski Instytut Spraw 
Międzynarodowych, 2018). 
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In the Polish contemporary geopolitical conceptions, the idea of a 
federation was put forward after World War I. The most important assumption 
thereof was to move the Polish border as far east as possible, and to establish 
independent nation states (the Lithuanian, Belarusian and Ukrainian ones) 
linked by alliances (federations) with Poland. At the same time, they would be 
buffer states separating the Second Republic of Poland from Russia. What is 
more, in the said geopolitical concepts, a major role has been played since 1918 
by the East Central European Countries. First and foremost, in Poland one 
speaks of the conceptions of Poland’s Eastern policy, that is of the influence on 
the countries located in the East of Poland. Poland’s Eastern policy has 
experienced several variants that depend on the changes in the map of Europe 
after World War I, as well as on the geopolitical changes after the collapse of 
the USSR. It was the First Marshal of Poland, Józef Piłsudski, that considered 
establishing a set of states separating Poland from Russia. Then, after World 
War II, Jerzy Giedroyc cherished the same sort of thought.2  

Eventually, after 1989, the same idea occurred to the then President of 
Poland between 2005-2010 – Lech Kaczyński. In Polish geopolitical concepts, 
the main premise of Poland’s Eastern policy was establishing states independent 
of Moscow and allied to Poland, with the alliance being aimed at successfully 
facing Russia. Such states as Lithuania, Belarus and Ukraine share many 
cultural and historical elements with Poland, which – according to the founders 
of the concept of Poland’s foreign policy pursued towards its eastern neighbors 
– should facilitate the cooperation with Warsaw at least in theory. While 
thinking about Lithuania, Poland does not neglect the other Baltic states and 
cooperation with Latvia and Estonia. In the long run, thinking about 
independence in relation to Russia, Poland does not disregard Moldova or 
Georgia either. However, as far as the policies pursued within the European 
Union are concerned, the Polish agenda in the Central and Eastern Europe is 
supposed to involve developing cooperation with the countries that had a 
similar experience with communism and acceded the European Union relatively 
late (the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria and Croatia). 
According to the Polish government, the cooperation is to be mainly of 
economic and cultural nature. Poland is also trying to pursue with these 
countries a policy related not only to the European Union, but also to Belarus, 
Ukraine, Moldova and Georgia.  

The research method used to analyze the declarations of the Polish 
foreign ministers in the period 2011 to 2019 (that is, the speeches made in the 

 
2  Robert Ištok, Irina Kozárová and Anna Polačková, “The Intermarium as a Polish 

Geopolitical Concept in History and in the Present,” Geopolitics 26, no. 1 (2018): 314-
341, https://doi.org/10.1080/14650045.2018.1551206; Leszek Sykulski, Geopolityka a 
bezpieczeństwo Polski [Geopolitics and security of Poland] (Warszawa: Zona Zero, 2018).   
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period of 2011-2015 and of 2016-2019) is a content analysis using a 
comparative technique which focuses on the configuration of similarities and 
differences in a limited number of cases.3 The analysis is based on eight 
speeches delivered in the Sejm and of approximately similar size. Furthermore, 
to serve its purpose, the analysis focuses on the classification and interpretation 
of speeches given in front of the Sejm and made by the ministers of foreign 
affairs during the seventh and eighth sessions of the lower house of Polish 
parliament. The documents study includes excerpts from the official addresses 
dedicated to Belarus, Ukraine, and the Russian Federation. The final analysis 
does not include other issues, such as cooperation within the Visegrád Group, 
collaboration with Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia within the EU, or the contacts 
with Moldova and with the broadly conceived southern Caucasian countries. 
This article aims to demonstrate the most important speeches made by the 
ministers of foreign affairs in the context of the chosen issues, and to illustrate 
to the reader the differences in foreign policies pursued in 2011-2015 and in 
2015-2019. It presents both the qualitative analysis of the speeches, as well as 
the statistical analysis of key words related to the following questions: 
Ukraine’s accession to NATO, the process of integration of Ukraine with EU, 
energy policy in the East Central European countries; political relations between 
Poland and Belarus; Poland’s political relations with the Russian Federation; 
the operations within the Eastern Partnership; the operations with “The Three 
Seas Initiative,” energy security and Nord Stream 2. 

This article argues that the differences in the foreign policy pursued in the 
periods 2011-2015 and 2015-2019 were related to the references to the theory of 
international relations: the liberal and the realist approach of the representatives 
of the two governments.4 Irrespective of the differences in the emphasized 
elements, what is essential to the liberal conception is the contention that what 
lies at the bottom of international relations is rationality and cooperation, with 
the latter stemming from the former. The representatives of this conception 
stress the importance of trade and economic interdependencies for international 
relations as such, as well as the role of international organizations. They also 
notice that what matters within the area of operations of the state on the 
international arena is the so-called soft power. On the other hand, the key 
concepts present in the realist tradition are the power of the state, founding a 

 
3  Karolina Szczepaniak, “Zastosowanie analizy treści w badaniach artykułów prasowych – 

refleksje metodologiczne,” [Application of Content Analysis in the Study of Press 
Articles – Methodological Reflections] Acta Universitatis Lodziensis. Folia Sociologica, 
no. 42 (2012): 42; Klaus Krippendorff, “Reliability in Content Analysis,” Human 
Communication Research, no. 30 (2012): 411-433. 

4  Within Realism and Liberalism, there are several schools such as Neorealism and 
Neoliberalism as well as the Neoclassical current of realism. Karen Mingst, Podstawy 
stosunków międzynarodowych [Essentials of International Relations] (Warszawa: 
Wydawnictwo Naukowe PWN, 2006), 66. 
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relation upon power, independence of the relevant entities as well as bilateral 
relations.5 The speeches made by the ministers of foreign affairs dating back to 
the period 2011-2019 will be afterwards confronted with the paradigms of 
realist and liberal theory of Poland’s foreign policy. 

The research problem confronted in this article is the nature of the 
differences crystalized in what regards the foreign policy conducted under the 
governments of PO-PSL (2011-2015) and of PiS (2015-2019) towards Belarus, 
Ukraine and Russia. The general hypothesis is that there are noticeable references 
to a neoliberal theory present in the foreign policy conducted by the coalition 
government of PO-PSL, while the government of PiS refers to the neorealist 
theory in international relations. The further analysis developed in the paper 
challenges five more specific hypotheses. The first one argues that the attitude 
towards the cooperation with Ukraine has changed under the government of PiS. 
The second hypothesis is that the cooperation within the Three Seas Initiative was 
favored over the Eastern Partnership. The third hypothesis states that the energy 
policy was pursued differently by the cabinets of 2011-2015 and of 2015-2019. A 
fourth hypothesis considers that the threat emanating from the Russian Federation 
was perceived in different ways by the two governments. Yet, this fact was not 
correlated with the change in the political rhetoric taking place after PiS arrived in 
power in 2015, but rather with an earlier event of the annexation of Crimea by the 
Russian Federation, which happened during the PO-PSL coalition government. 
The last hypothesis is that there was no change in the foreign policy pursued by 
Poland as far as Belarus is concerned. 

In Poland, researchers of Poland’s foreign policy most often employ a 
descriptive method – thus recounting the actions taken by Polish diplomacy, 
sometimes putting them in a broader international context and within political 
circumstances. Foreign policy is mainly analyzed by describing a series of 
events within the realm of foreign policy (sometimes, it is conceived of in terms 
of thematic events; e.g. security policy, economic and cultural policy) and by 
placing them in the context of international affairs, along with the description of 
internal contingencies such as the changes in the posts of ministers of foreign 
affairs or new programmatic directives in foreign policy.6 By doing so, the 

 
5  Jacek Więcławski, “Hans Morgenthau, realizm klasyczny i jego rekomendacje dla 

polskiej polityki zagranicznej,” [Hans Morgenthau, Classical Realism and Its 
Recommendation for Poland’s Foreign Policy] Myśl Ekonomiczna i Polityczna [Economic 
and Political Thought] no. 3 (2011): 117-140; Kenneth Neal Waltz, Theory of 
International Politics (Ilinois: Addison-Wesley Publishing Company, 1979), 111-113; 
Joseph S. Nye, Przyszłość siły [The Future of Force] (Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Naukowe 
PWN, 2012); Joseph S. Nye, “Soft Power and American Foreign Policy,” Political 
Science Quarterly 119, no. 2 (2004): 250-270, https://doi.org/10.2307/20202345. 

6  Roman Kuźniar, Polityka zagraniczna III Rzeczypospolitej [Foreign Policy of the 
Republic of Poland] (Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Naukowe Scholar, 2012); Ryszard Zięba, 
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researchers relate foreign policy pursued by particular states to their respective 
political programs. What is important as well is that Poland does not have its 
own school of theory on International Relations, and theoretical works rather 
refer to the research results of the Copenhagen school or “the English” school of 
International Relations.7 There are few research papers that employ the 
theoretical analysis of international relations to study the current foreign policy 
issue. The only publication studying the issue of speeches delivered by foreign 
policy ministers by using foreign policy analysis was written by Agnieszka 
Orzelska-Strączek in 2016.8 Therefore, the results of the research presented in 
the paper are of innovative nature. So far, there is no other comparative study 
conducted on the discourse of the speeches made by ministers of foreign affairs 
(in liberal and conservative governments) differing with respect to the 
perception of foreign policy. None of Polish scientists have searched for the 
references (made in scrutinized speeches) to the paradigms of realist and liberal 
theories of international relations either. 

The article presents the results of the research illustrating the differences 
in the perception of foreign policy in mutually antagonistic political 
environments. The differences allow a better understanding of the ongoing 
dispute over the Polish security policy and cooperation with its eastern 
neighbors; and in a broader context, the elucidated differences allow a better 
appreciation of the differences in foreign policies pursued in 2011-2015 and in 
2015-2019 towards the EU or NATO.  

 
 

Polityka zagraniczna Polski w strefie euroatlantyckiej [Polish Foreign Policy in the Euro-
Atlantic Zone] (Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Warszawskiego, 2013); 
Krzysztof Fedorowicz, Polityka Polski wobec Rosji, Ukrainy i Białorusi w latach 1989-
2010 [Poland’s Policy Towards Russia, Ukraine and Belarus in the Years 1989–2010] 
(Poznań: Wydawnictwo UAM, 2011); Paweł Kowal and Agnieszka Orzelska-Stączek, 
Inicjatywa  Trójmorza: geneza, cele i funkcjonowanie [The Three Seas Initiative: Genesis, 
Goals and Functioning] (Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Instytut Studiów Politycznych PAN, 
2019); Arkadiusz Krawcewicz, Polityka wschodnia w koncepcjach partii politycznych w 
III Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej. Wybrane aspekty: stosunki międzynarodowe, polityka 
historyczna, gospodarka i integracja europejska [Eastern Policy in the Concepts of 
Political Parties in the Third Polish Republic. Selected Aspects: International Relations, 
Historical Policy, Economy and European Integration] (Zabrze: Wydawnictwo 
Intereditions, 2018). 

7  Teresa Łoś-Nowak, Stosunki międzynarodowe. Teorie – systemy – uczestnicy 
[International Relations. Theories - Systems - Participants] (Wrocław: Wydawnictwo 
Uniwersytet Wrocławskiego, 2006); Józef Kukułka, Wstęp do nauk o stosunkach 
międzynarodowych [Introduction to the Science of International Relations] (Warszawa: 
Instytut Stosunków Międzynarodowych Uniwersytetu Warszawskiego, 2003). 

8  Agnieszka Orzelska-Strączek, Ministrowie spraw zagranicznych Polski w latach 2005-
2014: Stefan Meller, Anna Fotyga, Radosław Sikorski [Ministers of Foreign Affairs in the 
Period 2005-2014: Stefan Meller, Anna Fotyga, Radosław Sikorski] (Warszawa: Instytut 
Studiów Politycznych Polskiej Akademii Nauk, 2016).  
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The Polish Governments between 2011 and 2019 

 
As far as the political configuration of the period 2011 to 2019 is 

concerned, the 2011-2015 session of the Polish Parliament was the second one 
in which a majority government was constituted by the coalition of PO and 
PSL. In the parliamentary election of 2011, the Electoral Committee of PO 
obtained 5,629,773 votes (which equals to 39.11% of the overall number of 
votes), with the committee being given the highest number of votes among all 
the committees partaking in the election. However, this distribution of votes did 
not allow PO to rule independently (207 seats).9 Therefore, what turned out to 
be necessary was the coalition with PSL, the party which received 1,201,628 
votes (8.36%)10 (which translated into 28 seats). The main competitor of PO, the 
Electoral Committee of PiS obtained 4,295,016 votes, which amounted to 
29.89% of the overall number of votes.  

On the other hand, in the parliamentary election of 2015, the greatest 
number of votes was gained by the Electoral Committee of PiS, which 
represented two other political parties besides the PiS: a party founded by 
Zbigniew Ziobro after a split with PiS, called “Solidarna Polska” (United 
Poland), and a party founded by the former politician of PO – Jarosław Gowin – 
“Polska Razem” (Poland Together). There were 5,711,687 votes cast for the 
Electoral Committee PiS (which amounted to 37.58% of the overall number of 
votes). This result granted PiS a parliamentary majority (235 seats), and the 
ability to establish the government all by itself. The main competitor of 
Jarosław Kaczyński’s party, that is PO, obtained 3,661,474 votes, which 
amounted to 24.09% of the overall number of votes.11 

PO is regarded as a center-right party although it appeals to a leftist 
electorate. It is also characterized by a moderately liberal economic program 
with conspicuously pro-federalist and pro-European views. PSL is quite similar, 
though it is based on agrarian elements, and its electorate is mainly centered in 
rural areas. PiS is considered a right-wing party appealing to traditional values 
such as family, homeland, patriotism. In terms of economic issues, the party 

 
9  The Polish Parliament consists of two chambers: The Senate – the upper house which is 

composed of 100 senators, and the Sejm – the lower house consisting of 460 deputies.  
10  “Wybory 2011,” Państwowa Komisja Wyborcza [The National Electoral Commission 

2011], accessed March 20, 2020, https://wybory2011.pkw.gov.pl/wsw/pl/000000.html#tabs-1. 
11  “Wybory do Sejmu i Senatu RP 2015,” Państwowa Komisja Wyborcza [The National 

Electoral Commission 2015], accessed March 20, 2020, https://parlament2015.pkw. 
gov.pl/akty_prawne/0/71_OBWIESZCZENIE_PANSTWOWEJ_KOMISJI_WYBORCZ
EJ_z_dnia_27_pazdziernika_2015_r_o_wynikach_wyborow_do_Sejmu_Rzeczypospolitej
_Pols.html. 
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advocates for elements of state interventionism and refers to the Catholic social 
teaching. PiS is also perceived as a party holding on dearly to national 
independence and treating the European Union more as an instrument for 
economic cooperation than a federalist project.    

During the coalition government of PO-PSL, the position of Minister of 
Foreign Affairs was held by two politicians representing PO: Radosław Sikorski 
(16 November 2007 – 22 September 2014) and Grzegorz Schetyna (22 
September 2014 – 16 November 2015). Grzegorz Schetyna replaced Radosław 
Sikorski when Donald Tusk stepped down from his position of Prime Minister 
to became President of the European Council. In the subsequent cabinet headed 
then by Ewa Kopacz, it was Grzegorz Schetyna who became a Minister of 
Foreign Affairs, Schetyna being one of the most prominent politicians of PO. In 
the period 2007-2009, he held the Minister of Internal Affairs and 
Administration and Vice Prime Minister positions; in the period 2010-2011 – 
Marshal of the Sejm. Before becoming a head of the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, he used to be a Chairman of the Foreign Affairs Committee of the 
Polish Sejm. Schetyna’s predecessor, Radosław Sikorski, held the position of 
Minister of Foreign Affairs for seven years, and beforehand he held the posts of 
Vice-Minister of National Defense (1992), Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs 
(1998-2001), and Minister of National Defense (2005-2007). Under the 
government of Zjednoczona Prawica (United Right) in the period 2015-2019, 
there were also two ministers that headed the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. In the 
period between 16 November 2015 and 9 January 2018, it was Witold 
Waszczykowski who held the post of a Minister of Foreign Affairs. 
Waszczykowski was a former under-secretary of state in the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs as well as the Deputy Head of the National Security Bureau. On 
the other hand, from 9 January 2018 until the elections of 13 October 2019, this 
post belonged to Jacek Czaputowicz, a full professor, employee of the 
University of Warsaw and an expert in International Relations.  

 
 

The Analysis of the Content of the Addresses of the Ministers 
of Foreign Affairs in the Period 2011-2019 

 
Within its policy towards the post-Soviet states, the coalition government 

of PO and PSL attached significance to the cooperation with the European 
Union and emphasized that the cooperation was of utmost importance for the 
security and independence of Poland. The opposition’s objections (authored 
mainly by PiS) that Poland loses its sovereignty within the European Union 
were rejected. First and foremost, within the Eastern Policy, the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs was still realizing the paramount project called “the Eastern 
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Partnership” launched during the first coalition of PO and PSL (initiated 
together with Sweden in 2008). The project was aimed at tightening the 
cooperation with Ukraine, Georgia, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Moldova and – under 
certain conditions – with Belarus. The project was supposed to raise democratic 
and economic standards particularly in Ukraine, and – in the long run – in the 
Caucasian countries as well as in Moldova and Belarus. In 2013, after several 
years of operations within the Eastern Partnership, the then Minister of Foreign 
Affairs, Radosław Sikorski, said during his address in Sejm of the Republic of 
Poland that: 

 
“A strong Poland is a strong Poland within the EU. We have high hopes as to the November 
summit of the Eastern Partnership in Vilnius. What we shall consider a full success will be 
signing the Association Agreement and the Free Trade Agreement with Ukraine as well as 
finalizing negotiations of analogous agreements with Moldova, Georgia, and Armenia. We 
are striving to make the citizens of Georgia, Ukraine, and Moldova as well as of Russia 
eligible for travelling without a visa. We lifted the visa-related charges for national visas for 
the citizens of Ukraine and Belarus as well as the ones of Moldova […]. We shall endorse a 
civic society also in Belarus through – among others – the European Fund for Democracy. 
We are fully aware that Ukraine is facing a fundamental dilemma, with the dilemma being 
of such proportions as the one dating back to the middle of XVII century or to the beginning 
of XX century. For Kiev, it is the choice between modernity and democracy on the one 
hand, and a different civilization model on the other. If Ukraine sets proper conditions for 
signing an association agreement, Poland will seek to grant to it ‘European perspective’ at 
the forthcoming summit of the European Partnership.”12  
 
By contrast, the politicians of PiS – an opposition party at that time – 

drew attention to the fact that the Eastern Partnership was too weak to pursue 
the Eastern Policy. Once PiS formed its government, they put forward new 
solutions. First and foremost, they suggested endorsing the initiative of Andrzej 
Duda – a politician originating from PiS and elected president in 2015. The 
initiative put forward in 2015 and called the “Three Seas Initiative” implies 
closer economic interaction of the EU member countries situated between the 
Baltic, Black and Adriatic Seas. Ukraine, Belarus, and Moldova failed to satisfy 
the two conditions simultaneously (not being a European Union member), 
therefore they are not member states of the Three Seas Initiative.13  

 
12  “Informacja Ministra Spraw Zagranicznych o zadaniach polskiej polityki zagranicznej w 

2013 roku” [Information of the Minister of Foreign Affairs on the Tasks of Polish Foreign 
Policy in 2013], Ministry of Foreign Affairs (archive), accessed March 20, 2020, 
https://www.msz.gov.pl/pl/p/msz_pl/polityka_zagraniczna/priorytety_polityki_zagr_2017
_2021/expose2/expose_2013/. 

13  Natalia Tomaszewska and Adam Starzyk, “Conception of Intermarium in Polish Foreign 
Policy in XXI century,” Torun International Studies 1, no. 10 (2017): 15-28, 
http://dx.doi.org/10.12775/TSM.2017.002; Patryk Tomaszewski, “The Three Seas 
Initiative as an Element of a Stabilization System in Eastern and Middle Europe: Between 
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In the period 2011-2019, all the governments emphasized the importance 
of Ukraine when it comes to security in the East-Central Europe. However, it was 
noted that this country demanded internal reforms, and that the Ukrainian elites 
needed to take active measures for the sake of modernization of the country. After 
becoming a Minister of Foreign Affairs and while delivering his speech on 
foreign policy supposed to be pursued in 2011, Radosław Sikorski said: 

 
“The fate of Ukraine lies first and foremost in the hands of the Ukrainian people. The 
politicians of the Orange Revolution did not live up to people’s expectations. The 
declarations of will to accede to European institutions must be backed up by difficult 
reforms. Corruption, the weakness of the Ukrainian legal system, and the deterioration of 
its democratic standards make it more difficult for Poland to grant a European perspective 
to Ukraine. However, a bilateral cooperation remains stable. We established the Polish-
Ukrainian Partnership Forum.”14  

 
Then he added:  
 
“Ukraine is our strategic partner. Its accession to the European Union lies in our long-
term interest. That is why, each time Poland is able to help Ukraine and if the authorities 
in Kiev approve this assistance, we shall give our full support.”15   

 
On the other hand, one year later, he said:  
 
“Ukraine remains our most important non-Atlantic strategic partner. We are invariably 
willing to support it – so long as it chooses its pro-European destiny. We call on the 
Ukrainian authorities to create political conditions – including standards of opposition 
treatment and electoral and judicial norms – which will make it possible to sign and 
implement the EU-Ukraine Association Agreement.”16 

 
In the period between 16 November 2015 and 9 January 2018, it was 

Witold Waszczykowski – a former Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs as well 
as the Deputy Head of the National Security Bureau – who held the position of 
Minister of Foreign Affairs. He emphasized that a free, independent and 
democratic Ukraine was an important condition of the international order and 

 
 

the Political Conception Itself and the Political Practice,” Aktual'nì Problemi Mìžnarodnih 
Vìdnosin [Actual Problems of International Relations], no. 140 (2018): 28-35. 

14  “Informacja Ministra Spraw Zagranicznych o zadaniach polskiej polityki zagranicznej w 
2011 roku” [Information of the Minister of Foreign Affairs on the Tasks of Polish Foreign 
Policy in 2011], Ministry of Foreign Affairs (archive), accessed March 24, 
https://www.msz.gov.pl/pl/p/msz_pl/polityka_zagraniczna/priorytety_polityki_zagr_2017
2021/expose2/expose_2011/. 

15  Ibid. 
16  Ibid. 
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Poland’s security.17 An especially important event from the vantage point of the 
Polish Eastern Policy was the annexation of the Crimean Peninsula by the 
Russian Federation in 2014. Before 2014, the political environment linked to 
PO/PSL was rather seeking a reconciliation with Russia. It was back in 2013, 
when Radosław Sikorski, in his presentation on foreign policy for the following 
year, said: “We are interested in the cooperation between Poland and Russia, 
and especially particular regions and local communities. This matter is 
competently supervised by the Polish-Russian Forum of Regions.”18 At that 
time, in the “Security Strategy of the Republic of Poland,” issued at the 
beginning of 2014, the problem of danger in the region was raised. The said 
document had it that:  

 
“In the neighborhood of Poland, there is a risk of regional and local conflicts which could 
engage the country indirectly or directly. Moreover, Poland is not free from forms of 
political pressure which uses military arguments. In its closest vicinity, there is a large 
concentration of military potentials, also in an offensive posture.”19  

 
However, the dangers mentioned in the document were not further 

specified. The politicians of the then opposition party (PiS) clearly pointed out 
the dangers emanating from the Russian Federation and noted that they could 
conduct destabilizing operations in the region, especially the ones pertinent to 
hybrid operations, which was also spotted by the government of PO. However, 
in November the very same year, after the annexation of Crimea by the Russian 
Federation took place, the then Minister of Foreign Affairs, Grzegorz Schetyna 
said in the Sejm:20  

 
17  “Informacja Ministra Spraw Zagranicznych o zadaniach polskiej polityki zagranicznej w 

2015” [Information of the Minister of Foreign Affairs on the Tasks of Polish Foreign 
Policy in 2015], Ministry of Foreign Affairs (archive), accessed March 21, 2020, 
https://www.msz.gov.pl/pl/p/msz_pl/polityka_zagraniczna/priorytety_polityki_zagr_2017
_2021/expose5/expose_2015/. 

18  “Informacja Ministra Spraw Zagranicznych o zadaniach polskiej polityki zagranicznej w 
2013” [Information of the Minister of Foreign Affairs on the Tasks of Polish Foreign 
Policy in 2013]. 

19  Strategia Bezpieczeństwa Narodowego RP [Strategy of National Security of RP] 
(Warszawa: Biuro Bezpieczeństwa Narodowego, 2014); Anton Moldovan, “Poland’s 
National Security Policy in a New Regional Security Environment. Case Study: National 
Security Strategy of Poland (2014),” Torun International Studies 1, no. 11 (2018): 96, 
http://dx.doi.org/10.12775/TIS.2018.008. 

20  Piotr Walewicz, “Different Foci of Foreign Policy Analysis in ‘Foreign Affairs’: Russian 
Policy towards the West in 1999-2013,” Torun International Studies 1, no. 10 (2017): 61-
70, http://dx.doi.org/10.12775/TSM.2017.005; Andriy Tyushka, “Hybrid War(fare): The 
Challenge of Contagion,” Torun International Studies 1, no. 12 (2019): 5-29, 
http://dx.doi.org/10.12775/TIS.2019.001; Piotr Pacek and Olaf Truszczyński, “Hybrid 
War and Its Psychological Consequences,” Torun International Studies 1, no. 13 (2020): 
23-30, http://dx.doi.org/10.12775/TIS.2020.002; Mirosław Banasik and Ryszard 
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“[…] due to Russia, what was called into question was international order in Europe, the 
contours of which were established after the Cold War. What was undermined was the 
principle of inviolability of borders, the non-use of violence in international disputes and 
the states’ sovereignty. Today, it is our Eastern neighbor – Ukraine, attacked without the 
war declaration – that is passing a test.”21  

 
Nevertheless, in his following address, he went on saying: “Poland 

supports the efforts of the international community aimed at thwarting the 
attempts made by Russia-supported separatists in the East of Ukraine.” He also 
added: “We are strengthening the Ukrainian military potential within the 
training program of NATO aimed at facilitating a reform of a military education 
system.”22 The actual operations by the Russian Federation towards Ukraine 
made the latter make further attempts aimed at the modernization of its military 
forces and at extending the cooperation with NATO.23 The operations of the 
Russian Federation met with criticism not only of Poland, but also of the Baltic 
states.24 The occupation of Crimea was merely one element of the tactics of 
Kremlin which engaged in destabilizing Ukraine in the East.25 In 2016, the then 
Minister of Foreign Affairs Witold Waszczykowski said in the Sejm of the 
Republic of Poland:  

 
“Polish diplomacy shall participate in establishing a solidary and uncompromising policy 
on the part of The European Union and NATO towards Russia. Our consistent standpoint 
should take into consideration the Russian attitude both towards the European Union as 
well as NATO and towards particular member states as well as our strategic partners. We 
are not against summoning NATO-Russia Council providing that one of the items on its 
agenda will be the Crimean issue and the war in the east of Ukraine. [...] What lies in the 
interest of Poland is supporting the independence and territorial integrity of Ukraine. A 

 
 

Parafianowicz, “Teoria  i praktyka działań hybrydowych,” [Theory and Practice of Hybrid 
Operations] Zeszyty Naukowe Akademii Obrony Narodowej [Scientific Journals of the 
National Defense Academy] 92, no. 2 (2015): 7. 

21  “Informacja Ministra Spraw Zagranicznych o zadaniach polskiej polityki zagranicznej w 
2011 roku” [Information of the Minister of Foreign Affairs on the Tasks of Polish Foreign 
Policy in 2011]. 

22  “Informacja Ministra Spraw Zagranicznych o zadaniach polskiej polityki zagranicznej w 
2015” [Information of the Minister of Foreign Affairs on the Tasks of Polish Foreign 
Policy in 2015]. 

23  Viktoriia Shvedun, “Interstate Reforms of Ukraine in the Context of its Interaction with 
NATO,” Torun International Studies 1, no. 11 (2018): 37-46, http://dx.doi.org/ 
10.12775/TIS.2018.003. 

24  Tatiana Sydoruk and Dmytro Tyshchenko, “Position of the Visegrad Four Countries and 
the Baltic States on the Russian-Ukrainian conflict,” Torun International Studies 1, no. 9 
(2016): 20-21, https://dx.doi.org/10.12775/TIS.2016.002. 

25  Filip Bryjka, “Russian Proxy War in Donbas,” Ante Portas – Studia nad Bezpieczeństwem 
[Ante Portas - Security Studies], no. 1 (2016): 206. 
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democratic, politically and economically stable Ukrainian state is an important constituent 
of the European order and security, which were established after the political 
transformations dating back to 1989-1991.”26 

 
The government of PiS incessantly highlighted the fact that Russia was 

pursuing a policy of aggression towards its neighbors, that is towards Georgia 
(2008) and then towards Ukraine. In turn, in 2017, Witold Waszczykowski said: 

  
“We observe with anxiety a policy of aggression exercised by the Russian Federation in 
Eastern Europe. In Ukraine, the military conflict – ignited by Russia – has been waged for three 
years now. It is a conflict which engages two of our neighbors, thus posing a series of 
challenges and threats for Poland. In October 2016, Russia’s expectations got particularly 
solemnly pronounced. Once Russia decided to withdraw from the agreement with USA on 
plutonium disposal, we could fully recognize Russian aspirations related to East-Central 
Europe, such as an actual withdrawal of NATO from the entire region or the transformation of 
a dozen countries inhabited by a few dozen million people into a grey zone doomed to 
instability and uncertainty. Poland will not accept this sort of vision of political order in 
Europe; neither will it agree to dividing our continent into spheres of influence.”27 

  
PiS, while it was still in the opposition, approved the policy pursued by 

PO, with the policy being related to the contention that the local border traffic 
with the Kaliningrad Oblast was a political mistake.28 What was recognized as 
erroneous was the politics characterized by the lack of solidarity with the EU 
with respect to Nord Stream 2, while stressing the fact that Russia resorted to 
disinformation techniques to manipulate public opinion in the Western 
Europe.29 The foreign policy pursued under the government of PiS was oriented 

 
26  “Informacja Ministra Spraw Zagranicznych o zadaniach polskiej polityki zagranicznej w 

2016” [Information of the Minister of Foreign Affairs on the Tasks of Polish Foreign 
Policy in 2016], Ministry of Foreign Affairs (archive), accessed March 21, 2020, 
https://www.msz.gov.pl/pl/p/msz_pl/polityka_zagraniczna/priorytety_polityki_zagr_2017
_2021/expose6/expose_2016/. 

27  “Informacja Ministra Spraw Zagranicznych o zadaniach polskiej polityki zagranicznej w 
2017” [Information of the Minister of Foreign Affairs on the Tasks of Polish Foreign 
Policy in 2017], Ministry of Foreign Affairs (archive), accessed March 21, 2020, 
https://www.msz.gov.pl/pl/p/msz_pl/polityka_zagraniczna/priorytety_polityki_zagr_2017
_2021/expose7/expose_2017/. 

28  Joanna Zielińska-Szczepkowska and Izabela Zabielska, “Mały ruch graniczny z 
Obwodem Kaliningradzkim Federacji Rosyjskiej a rozwój turystyki zakupowej,” [Local 
Border Traffic with Kaliningrad Oblast and the Development of Cross-Border Shopping] 
Zeszyty Naukowe Uniwersytetu Szczecińskiego. Ekonomiczne Problemy Turystyki 
[Scientific Journals of the University of Szczecin. Economic Problems of Tourism] 35, 
no. 3 (2016): 349-362. 

29  Ireneusz Ciosek, “Aggravating Uncertainty – Russian Information Warfare in the West,” 
Torun International Studies 1, no. 13 (2020): 5, http://dx.doi.org/10.12775/TIS.2020.005; 
Tetiana Sydoruk, Pavlo Stepanets and Iryna Tymeichuk, “Nord Stream 2 as a Threat to 
National Interests of Poland and Ukraine,” Studia Politica. Romanian Political Science 
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towards searching opponents of the Nord Stream 2 project. In the political 
practice of the period 2011-2015, the Government took into consideration the 
possibility of expanding energy cooperation with the EU and of diversification 
of supplies (gas from Qatar). Furthermore, the possibility of shale gas extraction 
in Poland was mentioned.  

The two ministers under the PiS government – Witold Waszczykowski 
and Jacek Czaputowicz – questioned the Nord Stream 2 as an economically 
inefficient idea. They claimed that the idea was to increase the dependence of 
the European Union on the supplies from the same direction and even pose a 
threat to the energy security in the region.30 Whereas, a gas pipeline called the 
Baltic Pipe – an investment project aiming at enabling the transport of gas from 
Norway onto Danish and Polish markets – was recognized as a good solution. 
The idea of the gas pipeline was to some extent an alternative to the Nord 
Stream 2 project. It was also underlined at that time that the Nord Stream 2 
project was dangerous not only to Poland, but also to the Baltic states as well as 
to Ukraine. In the rhetoric adopted by PiS, the threat of being dependent 
ceaselessly appeared – with regard to energy – on the Russian Federation.31 
When it comes to a criticism of the Nord Stream 2 project, PiS found a strong 
ally in the United States of America President, Donald Trump. As far as the 
relations with the Republic of Belarus are concerned in the period 2011-2015, 
there were attempts made at supporting democracy and civil rights in Belarus, 
through the Eastern Partnership. In 2011, Radosław Sikorski said:  

 
“Politics towards Belarus are determined by the principle of conditionality. The fate of the 
kindred European Belarusian nation is particularly close to our heart. Many times, I 
reiterated that Poland may prove to be of special assistance to Belarus if the latter follows 
the path of transformation. However, we must react equally decisively if Belarus 
withdraws from this path, while violating fundamental human and civil rights. I believe 
that there will come the time when we will be able to support reformist Belarus 
cooperating with Europe.”32 

 
 

Review XIX, no. 3 and 4 (2019); Antoni Macierewicz, “Poland as the Main Target of 
Russian Information War,” Fronda, accessed February 12, 2020, https://www.fronda.pl/ 
a/macierewicz-polska-glownym-celem-rosyjskiej-wojny-informacyjnej133802.html. 

30  “Informacja Ministra Spraw Zagranicznych o zadaniach polskiej polityki zagranicznej w 
2016” [Information of the Minister of Foreign Affairs on the Tasks of Polish Foreign 
Policy in 2016]; “Informacja Ministra Spraw Zagranicznych o zadaniach polskiej polityki 
zagranicznej w 2017” [Information of the Minister of Foreign Affairs on the Tasks of 
Polish Foreign Policy in 2017]. 

31  Ibid; Anna Bałamut, Polityka bezpieczeństwa energetycznego Polski w latach 2000-2015 
[Poland's Energy Security Policy in 2000-2015] (Kraków: Oficyna Wydawnicza AFM, 
2017), 178-180. 

32  “Informacja Ministra Spraw Zagranicznych o zadaniach polskiej polityki zagranicznej w 
2011 roku” [Information of the Minister of Foreign Affairs on the Tasks of Polish Foreign 
Policy in 2011]. 
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One year later, the same minister said in the Sejm of the Republic of 

Poland:  
 
“Unfortunately, Belarus insists on subscribing – in its relations to Europe – to the 
principle ‘less for less.’ In line with the proposal put forward by Donald Tusk on the 
forum at the summit of the Eastern Partnership, we prepared an offer of cooperation 
which awaits the days when the repressions are over and when the political opposition is 
finally able to play its proper role.”33 

 
It was also Witold Waszczykowski who spoke interestingly of the politics 

towards the Republic of Belarus in 2015:  
 
“We are looking forward to the animation of the relation between the EU and Belarus.34 Polish 
diplomacy does not intend to intervene in the politics of any state. However, we are expecting 
especially our neighbors to conform to the standards determined by law and international 
organizations. The act of releasing political prisoners by Belarusian authorities constituted a 
step in the right direction as far as respecting international standards is concerned. However, if 
we want to go along this road, there will be further common operations needed. We are 
counting on enlivening the cooperation with respect to infrastructure, including the 
improvement of the permeability of borders and the simplification of traffic principles – mainly 
through the implementation of the agreement on local border traffic. Still, we are aware that 
when it comes to the dialogue with Minsk, we will not avoid difficult issues. The problems of 
Polish minorities in Belarus will remain high on our agenda. I hope that I will tackle this issue 
in the nearest future in Minsk.”35  
 
In 2018, the minister Czaputowicz said that the existence of an independent 

Belarus was in the interest of Poland. He also mentioned that he counted on 
common initiatives with respect to infrastructure and border traffic.36 

The analysis of the cited excerpts from the speeches made by the four 
Ministers of Foreign Affairs (which are the only speeches pertaining to security 
policy and cooperation in the period covered by the examination) consisted of 

 
33  Ibid. 
34  The sanctions in the form of the ban on entering the EU and freezing assets were 

suspended by the EU on 29 October 2015 for four months, that is until 29 February 2015. 
Apart from that, Alexander Lukashenko engaged actively and with a certain success in 
diplomacy for the sake of normalizing the conflict in Donbass. Consequently, on 5 
September 2014, the “Minsk Protocol for a Mutual Cease-fire” was signed.  

35  “Informacja Ministra Spraw Zagranicznych o zadaniach polskiej polityki zagranicznej w 
2015” [Information of the Minister of Foreign Affairs on the Tasks of Polish Foreign 
Policy in 2015]. 

36  “Informacja Ministra Spraw Zagranicznych o zadaniach polskiej polityki zagranicznej w 
2018” [Information of the Minister of Foreign Affairs on the Tasks of Polish Foreign 
Policy in 2018], Ministry of Foreign Affairs (archive), accessed March 21, 2020, 
https://www.msz.gov.pl/pl/p/msz_pl/polityka_zagraniczna/priorytety_polityki_zagr_2017
_2021/expose8/expose_2018/. 
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searching for the key issues raised by the ministers (such as Ukraine joining 
NATO, the process of integration of Ukraine with EU, energy policy in the East 
Central European countries, political relations between Poland and the Republic 
of Belarus; political relations between Poland and the Russian Federation; the 
operations within the Eastern Partnership; and the operations within “the Three 
Seas Initiative,”) and simultaneous delineation of relevant differences. The 
speeches of the Ministers of Foreign Affairs (2011-2015) also included 
pronouncements on the possibility of cooperation with Russia or basing the 
Eastern policy upon the concept of the Eastern Partnership. At the same time, 
there was no criticism towards the energy policy pursued by the Russian 
Federation voiced. However, during the second period covered by the analysis 
(2015-2019), some strong criticism towards Russian foreign policy appears and 
an interest in the Eastern Partnership weakens. The threat related to building 
Nord Stream 2 is strongly emphasized, and a greater interest in strengthening 
the eastern flank of NATO is developed. Certainly, the changes in the 
international situation, such as the annexation of Crimea or a military conflict in 
Ukraine, should be taken into consideration. 

It should be underlined that due to the situation resulting from the 
annexation of Crimea, there appeared many more references related to Ukraine 
(53% of the overall number of speeches) and to Russia (54%) in the speech 
made by the then Minister of Foreign Affairs in 2014. It is noticeable that the 
energy security issue was more often raised in the speeches made throughout 
2016-2019. The statistic shows a decrease in the interest in the Eastern 
Partnership throughout the whole period covered by the analysis. The 
emergence of a new concept of the Three Seas Initiative is also reflected in the 
content of the speeches. Moreover, an increased interest in Belarus and Russia 
appeared despite the peculiar nature of 2014, and the Ukrainian-Russian conflict 
over Crimea considerably influenced the greater attention dedicated to these two 
states in the speeches made during this year. 
 

 
Analysis of the Data and Conclusions 

 
In Poland, there is a sharp dispute ongoing between PO and PiS. For the 

Polish society the disagreement is very deep and established on axiological 
foundations. On one hand, there is the center-right Civic Platform (PO) which 
speaks of the collective security based mainly upon the cooperation within the 
European Union and multi-lateral relations. This sort of attitude refers to the 
liberal theory. On the other hand, there is Law and Justice (PiS) – a party of 
conservative character, strongly emphasizing national values, independence of 
the state, while agreeing to a bilateral policy and strong partnership with the 
United States of America (USA). Namely, it refers to the realist theory. Upon 
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the analysis of similarities and differences regarding the security policy and 
cooperation with Ukraine, it should be noted that the differences are less 
conspicuous, and the foreign policy has not altered at all with respect to some 
certain issues. It needs to be underlined that the foreign policy assumptions, as 
presented in the quoted speeches, provided a presentation of the last year’s 
policy as well as an outline of a certain future concepts, that is, for the next year 
of governmental operations. They served as general guidelines – mainly of 
conceptual nature – demonstrating the way the foreign policy was perceived by 
particular cabinets. Oftentimes, due to its dynamics, the international policy 
itself had to be amended and some of its guidelines reconsidered in response to 
the new conditions or for pragmatical reasons. Similarly, the international 
situation underwent many changes between the successive speeches of the 
Ministers of Foreign Affairs. The dynamic of these changes prevented the 
achievement of the assumed goals of the foreign policy in a given year, and the 
foreign policy assumptions had to be adapted to the changes in the international 
environment (e.g., the situation in Crimea).   

The comparative analysis confirms the general hypothesis that the foreign 
policy employed by the coalition government of PO-PSL referred to the 
neoliberal theory in international relations. First and foremost, the foreign 
policy between 2011 and 2015 was supposed to be based upon the relations 
with the EU and a broader concept of the European Neighborhood Policy. There 
were attempts to conduct a policy towards the countries emerging after the 
collapse of the Soviet Union based on soft power which resulted in the Eastern 
Partnership. Until the annexation of the Crimean Peninsula and further actions 
taken by the Russian Federation in the area of Donbass, a reconciliation with the 
Russian Federation has been taken into consideration, despite the diplomatic 
difficulties caused by the continuing refusal of the Russian authorities to return 
the Tu154 plane wreckage to Poland, which had an adverse effect on mutual 
relations.37 The events that happened in the year 2014 in Ukraine significantly 
changed the perspective of the coalition government of PO-PSL, although it still 
attempted to find solutions in multi-lateral operations within the European 
Union.38 The change is also visible in the statistical analysis. Since then, the 
questions concerning Ukraine and Russia have become more frequent in the 
speeches of the Minister of Foreign Affairs. The government of PiS based 

 
37  On April 10, 2010, near the airport of Smolensk, a military plane crashed while 

transporting a delegation of politicians, officials and servicemen. As a result of the crash, 
96 people died, including the then President of the Republic of Poland, Lech Kaczyński. 
The Russian Federation did not return the wreck of the plane Tu154 – the official reason 
provided was the ongoing investigation in Russia.  

38  Tatiana Sydoruk and Dmytro Tyshchenko, “Position of the Visegrad Four Countries and 
the Baltic States on the Russian-Ukrainian conflict,” Torun International Studies 1, no. 9 
(2016): 20, https://dx.doi.org/10.12775/TIS.2016.002. 
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Poland’s international security policy on the cooperation with NATO in general, 
and with the USA in particular. This was manifested in willingness to establish 
permanent military bases for American soldiers in Poland and to strengthen 
Polish military potential. The European Union was perceived rather as an 
economic community, whereas within the bilateral relations with the USA, 
Poland successfully negotiated the transportation of liquefied natural gas from 
the USA. Furthermore, Poland got the US President, Donald Trump, to approve 
the Three Seas Initiative – a Polish-Swedish idea of cooperation in the region. 
The emphasized elements of the two foreign policy approaches confirm the 
hypothesis that PO was closer to the neoliberal theory in international relations, 
whereas PiS appealed to a neorealist approach.   

 The first hypothesis was related to a change in the attitude towards the 
cooperation with Ukraine under the government of PiS. First and foremost, both 
PO and PiS recognized Ukraine as a strategic partner. The respective ministers 
of both governments emphasized that Ukraine must implement internal reforms 
(regarding democratization, fighting corruption, and stabilizing its pro-
European attitude reflected in its foreign policy). What was supposed to 
facilitate these changes according to the PO government was the Eastern 
Partnership; whereas the PiS government emphasized mainly a military 
cooperation with Ukraine and – despite the unfavorable security-related 
circumstances taking place there – focused on the Three Seas Initiative directed 
towards the European Union member states. So, there was a change in the 
foreign policy approach towards Ukraine despite the shared declaration of will 
for cooperation. The analysis shows that in the period 2015-2019 there was a 
shift from the cooperation within the Eastern Partnership in favor of the Three 
Seas Initiative and waiving the mechanism of soft power, which is essential in 
the liberal theory.   

The third hypothesis stating that the governments in 2011-2015 and 
2015-2019 pursued a different energy policy can be only partly verified. Both 
the governments tried to provide the energy security by diversification of 
energy supplies. Since there were mainly gas supplies at stake, both political 
parties accused one another of the inability to accomplish the strategic goals. In 
2015, there appeared the Nord Stream 2 project which was met with fierce 
criticism by PiS. Yet, the initiative coincided in time with the PiS government 
coming into power. The PO politicians, being at that time in the opposition, 
were also critical of this project, with Jerzy Buzek – a member of the European 
Parliament standing for PO – being one of the examples of the criticism. 

The fourth hypothesis which stated that the perception of the danger 
emanating from the Russian Federation had altered, was also partly verified. 
However, it does not coincide with the change in the political rhetoric once PiS 
came into power in 2015. The change in the danger perception resulted from the 
annexation of Crimea by the Russian Federation, with the event dating back to 
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the period in which PO-PSL coalition government exercised power. As a matter 
of fact, after the events in Crimea, the then Minister of Foreign Affairs, 
Grzegorz Schetyna, condemned the operations of Kremlin. Contrary to PO, PiS 
perceived the events in Ukraine as a broader aggressive geopolitical game 
played by the Russian Federation against the post-Soviet states – which 
coincided with the paradigm of the realist theory and its concept of the state as 
the main actor of a foreign policy. What was assessed particularly negatively by 
PIS were the PO’s attempts aiming at integrating Poland with the Russian 
Federation (Local Border Traffic in Kaliningrad Oblast) within the confines of 
soft power. The Kaliningrad Oblast was regarded by PiS as a potential military 
threat to Poland.39   

The fifth hypothesis was verified. Since there are many similarities in the 
policy as regards to the cooperation with Belarus in the period 2011-2019, the 
relevant authorities paid attention – first and foremost – to the fact that the 
policy was a function of the operations of Alexander Lukashenko’s cabinet. 
What is of crucial importance is whether there the state will be democratized, 
and civil liberties respected by its authorities, even the certain relaxation of 
relations between the EU or Poland with Belarus in 2015 did not bring the 
government of PiS any new quality in the policy. Furthermore, the party was 
accused of abandoning the concept of democratizing Belarus. An additional 
claim was termination of the agreement on funding the Belsat TV by the Polish 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs in 2016, which is a TV station broadcasting from 
Poland, launched on 10 December 2007 and aimed at Belarus. It is a subsidiary 
of Telewizja Polska (Polish Television) co-financed by the Polish Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs from its beginnings. The TV station is supposed to provide 
Belarusians with reliable information and to promote local culture and 
language. However, perhaps under the influence of criticism encouraged by 
opposition and journalists, the funding of TV Belsat was renewed in 2018. Yet, 
Witold Waszczykowski’s visit in Minks in March 2016 was well-received. 
Nevertheless, a long-term policy towards this country is still in progress. 

Finally, the analysis of the annual addresses by the Ministers of Foreign 
Affairs concerning Ukraine, Belarus and the Russian Federation showed – 
except for the attitude towards Russia – a noticeably similar perception of 
security and cooperation policies which are to a large extent depending on the 
operations of Minsk and Kiev. Certainly, in the period 2011-2015, an important 
element of the policy conducted towards Poland’s eastern neighbors (with the 
exception of the Russian Federation) was the Eastern Partnership and the 
common politics within the EU, whereas after 2015 Poland’s relations with 
Ukraine were weakened despite numerous declarations of cooperation. What 

 
39  Oleg Kondratenko, “Questions of Internal Geopolitics of the Russian Federation,” 

Historia i Polityka [History and Politics], no. 26 (2018): 47.  
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came into the light instead, was the Three Seas Initiative and the concept of 
strengthening the Eastern flank of NATO through the bilateral cooperation with 
the USA.  

To summarize, upon the comparison of the speeches delivered during the 
period of 2011- 2015, when the center-right liberal Civic Platform was in 
power, with the speeches given during the times the conservative right PiS party 
ruled, it might be assumed that ministers of PO paid more attention to the 
international cooperation and multi-lateral relations within the European Union. 
Whereas more references to the independence of Poland, cooperation with the 
USA, fears from the Russian imperial policy pursued in the region and to 
growing skepticism towards diplomacy were made by politicians belonging to 
PiS. The above-mentioned study is reflected in the foreign policy pursued by 
Poland. Under the PO government, Poland demonstrated stronger pro-European 
tendencies. It tended to base its actions concerning Belarus, Ukraine, and Russia 
on the common policy pursued within the EU. After 2015, however, more 
attention was paid to strengthening the Polish army and widening the 
partnership with the USA, and to a smaller engagement in the diplomacy based 
upon the cooperation within the EU.  

The paper focuses not only on the speeches made by Ministers of Foreign 
Affairs – which have not been the subject of researchers’ interest so far – but 
also on a qualitative analysis of key topics relating to Poland’s security policy 
and cooperation in order to emphasize the occurrent differences. It carries out a 
statistical analysis of key categories by measuring the frequency of the 
categories’ occurrence in the analyzed speeches. Not only does the paper 
illustrate the differences in the way of perceiving foreign policy pursued 
towards Russia, Ukraine and Belarus, but it also shows how differences in 
political concepts of the ruling parties of 2011-2015 and of 2015-2019, 
respectively affect their references to the paradigms of the liberal and realist 
theory in international relations. Such an analysis allows the reader to look at 
the raised question from two perspectives: one relating to a political struggle 
and the other one resulting from dissimilar paradigms of two antagonistic 
political environments in Poland. 
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Annexes 

 
Table 1. The elements of the realist and liberal theory in Poland’s foreign policy pursued towards 
Ukraine, the Republic of Belarus, and the Russian Federation during the period 2011-2019 
Foreign 
policy by 
PO/PSL 

References to the realist 
or liberal paradigm or 
theories 

Foreign policy 
by PiS   

References to the 
realist or liberal 
paradigm or theories 

Multi-lateral 
cooperation 
within the 
European 
Union  

Dominance of the liberal 
theory  

Mainly bilateral 
cooperation; 
independent 
Eastern policy  

Dominance of the 
realist theory  

Eastern 
Partnership  

Liberal theory – 
democratization through 
soft power – 
scholarships, supporting 
non-governmental 
organizations and 
common cultural 
activities  

Withdrawal 
from the Eastern 
Partnership in 
favor of the 
Three Seas 
Initiative; 
leaving Belarus 
and Ukraine 
outside the 
sphere of 
influence  

Liberal theory – not 
directed eastwards but 
to partners within the 
European Union.  

The 
assessment of 
the operations 
of the Russian 
Federation 
after the 
annexation of 
Crimea  

Russia recognized as an 
aggressor – resorting to 
fait accompli in 
international politics – 
in assessment: the 
dominance of the realist 
theory although 
elements of the liberal 
theory play a crucial role 
when it comes to the 
issue of settling a 
dispute of the 
international society.  

The assessment 
of the operations 
by the Russian 
Federation after 
the annexation 
of Crimea  

Russia recognized as an 
aggressor – resorting to 
fait accompli in 
international politics – 
in assessment: the 
dominance of the 
realist theory – in 
Poland, allocating more 
resources to the army 
and tightening bilateral 
relations with the US.  
Recognizing 
importance of settling 
an issue of the 
international society – 
elements of the liberal 
theory. 

Source: author’s own elaboration.  
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Table 2. Key categories in the theories of realism/neorealism and liberalism/neoliberalism 
Realism/neorealism Liberalism/neoliberalism 
The national interest Interdependence of the states 
Independence Institutionalization of internal relations 
Bilateral relations International organizations 
The state’s power and dominance Soft power 
Source: author’s own elaboration.  
 

 
Figure 1. The statistic of the usage of expressions related to the categories raised in the 
speeches (both the speeches and their respective context were actually subject to the 
analysis) made by the ministers of foreign affairs during the period 2012-2019   
Source: author’s own elaboration.  
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Abstract 
Within the wider context of “post-truth” epistemological realities of hybrid warfare, this paper 
specifically examines the case of Ukraine, which has been directly involved in an active phase of 
a long-term undeclared war with Russia since 2014. It is a front line that exists geographically 
(Eastern Ukraine, the Donbasss, and Crimea), but also bears epistemological dimensions (media 
and linguistics, history and culture, social networks, and strategic communications among others) 
which extend beyond Ukraine to those countries of Central and Eastern Europe, such as Poland 
and the Baltic states, which are behind the front. This article is devoted to investigating the 
epistemological context of hybrid warfare, with a specific focus on the use of “post-truth,” and the 
various false narratives with which Russia has attempted to dominate discourse and to establish 
its own credibility in the regional and international stages, while simultaneously attempting to 
discredit Ukraine in particular and the U.S. policy in general. 
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Introduction.  

Political Epistemology of Post-truth 
 

The epistemological depth of contemporary media-linguistic practices 
can be found within the public discourse as “alternative truth” (based on  
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“alternative facts” etc.), which is understood as “relating to or denoting 
circumstances in which objective facts are less influential in shaping public 
opinion than appeals to emotion and personal belief.”1 It is through the notions 
of “alternative truth” that Putin’s Russia attempts to achieve several goals of its 
hybrid war at once. On one hand, Moscow seeks to cast doubt not only on the 
democratic trend of Ukraine’s development, by replacing it with the stereotypes 
of radical nationalism (neo-fascism, etc.) and anti-Russian character.2 On the 
other hand, it seeks to undermine the very political essence of the Ukrainian 
statehood, describing Ukraine as a “failed state” or an “artificial nation,” and 
perverting its national history. A striking example is the substitution of concepts 
describing the type of war going on in Ukraine. While the Ukrainian government 
claims to be fighting a defensive “independence war” against the Russian 
invasion of the Ukrainian Donbass and Crimea, the Russian government presents 
the conflict as an offensive “civil war” in which Moscow is assisting “oppressed” 
pro-Russians (“Russian-language people”), and it indirectly supports the creation 
and reinforcement of the artificially constructed “Donbasss identity” with its 
“national history” narratives. Therefore, the new version of “truth” also 
contributes to Russia’s further intentions in the region, notably by promoting 
“international recognition” of the self-proclaimed “the Donetsk People’s 
Republic” (DNR) and “the Lugansk People’s Republic” (LNR), as well as 
legitimizing the status of Crimea as a “native” Russian territory. 

Utilizing a “geostrategy of revenge” (based on Kremlin’s intentions to 
“replay” the Cold War, engineering a Russian victory the second time around), 
Moscow has been on the offensive, with increasingly overt and aggressive 
actions, at least since the mid-2000s. Russia has taken advantage of American 
and European political distractions and internal weaknesses, and has focused on 
both “hybrid warfare”3 special operations such as covert actions (poisoning 
etc.), cyber-attacks, or fake elections and artificial referenda, as well as on 
“post-truth” media-communication of those acts.  “The international consensus 
on ‘hybrid warfare’ is clear: no one understands it, but everyone, including 
NATO and the European Union, agrees it is a problem.”4 

 
1  “Word of the Year 2016,” Oxford English and Spanish Dictionary, Thesaurus, and Spanish 

to English Translator, accessed November 1, 2019, https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/ 
wordof-the-year/word-of-the-year-2016. 

2  Alexei Poltorakov, “The Functional Dynamic of Ukraine’s Maidan (November 2013 – 
January 2014),” Russian Politics & Law 53, no. 3 (2015): 28-36, https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
10611940.2015.1053783. 

3  Volodymyr Horbulin, The World Hybrid War: Ukrainian Forefront (Kharkiv: Folio, 
2017), 45-46. 

4  Patrick J. Cullen and Erik Reichborn-Kjennerud, “MCDC Countering Hybrid Warfare Project: 
Understanding Hybrid Warfare” (January 2017): 4-5, accessed on November 7, 2019, 
ttps://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_da
ta/file/647776/dar_mcdc_hybrid_warfare.pdf. 
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Even overt military acts, such as the invasions of Georgia in 2008 and 
Ukraine in 2014, have been successfully disguised through the manipulation of 
the means of communication and messaging. All of this is part of a grand design 
to flexibly and quickly build credibility for Russian actions, while minimizing 
its relative global weakness in military and economic power. Unable to compete 
directly with the United States of America, or the People’s Republic of China, 
Russia has spent its limited resources on specific capabilities which, combined 
with some of the unfortunate benefits of centralized despotism and a willingness 
to decentralize decision making, have scored an increasing number of foreign 
policy achievements. Abroad, obfuscation is the rule, with an emphasis on the 
role of paramilitary and irregular forces, with support provided from contiguous 
Russian territory. Domestically, however both operations were touted as 
Russian victories.   

“Hybrid warfare” strategies, usually described in Western media using 
terms like “fake news” and the “Gerasimov Doctrine,” are nested in principles 
of asymmetric conflict, and they are ontologically timeless but praxeologically 
adopted to postmodern realities.5 If we utilize the classical Clausewitzian 
definition of war as an act designed to compel an opponent to do one’s political 
will, then various tools of hybrid warfare seem well suited to the task.6 
According to the Norwegian Institute of International Affairs, “hybrid warfare 
is designed to exploit national vulnerabilities across the political, military, 
economic, social, informational and infrastructure realms.”7 This does not 
demand that Russia enjoys absolute superiority in any/every “battlespace,” but 
only that it can capitalize on relative weakness, whether against a distracted 
great power or against what it perceives as weak peripheral powers. The tools of 
hybrid warfare are not new, or unique, and so resist listing in a briefing format. 
But for purposes of a discussion of the use of “post-truth” in hybrid warfare, the 
tools of communication and information are obviously critical. 

 
 

Post-Modern Post-Truth of Post-Facts 
 

Even though the analytical concept of post-truth has been introduced into 
public discourse relatively recently, this phenomenon is neither new nor unique 
in the history of mankind. The manipulation of facts to form a desired public 
opinion has been an integral part of the political process over the centuries. The 
contemporary usage of the concept of post-truth began in 1992, with the 
American-Serbian playwright Steve Tesich’s use of that expression in his essay 

 
5  See: Lee McIntyre, Post-truth (Cambridge and London: MIT Press, 2018), 128. 
6  Horbulin, The World Hybrid War, 68. 
7  Cullen, “MCDC Countering Hybrid Warfare Project,” 4-5.  
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on the Gulf War.8 Over two decades later, the term “post-truth” was the 
“international word of the year” according to the Oxford Dictionary for 2016. It 
is defined justly: “post-truths are circumstances in which objective facts are less 
important for the formation of public opinion than appeals to emotions and 
personal beliefs.”9 The related concept of “fake news,” or “alternative facts” 
entered the American vernacular immediately after the inauguration of Donald 
Trump as President in 2017. Now the “post-truth” narrative, serving as the 
capstone of a “postmodern politics” ontological concept, is used (like “liquid 
modernity,” as defined by Zygmunt Bauman10) in a full-scale epistemological 
paradigm of political, social and even economic realities.  

A key enabler of post-truth narratives has been the revolutionary, rapid 
and widespread use of high-speed Information Technology, the Internet and 
social media. All of these means allow every user to become a journalist, but 
one without an editorial filter. And, as a result, we have an equivalent of what 
Roland Barthes called the “death of the author” (1967),11 reinterpreted as the 
“death of reliable and verified sources” of the crucial “fact.” The “facts” so 
constructed become the capstone of the narrative intended to be implemented 
into media discourse and, through it, into social reality. Even for the mainstream 
media, market pressure to be first in reporting has created its own echo chamber 
in which media outlets quote one another, rather than independently verifying 
information. When they get it wrong, the media succeeds only in further 
muddying the waters by discrediting itself. As a result of these factors, the 
information environment ends up looking more like the Wild West, a seemingly 
Hobbesian “war of all against all” (Bellum omnes contra omnes). Crucially, a 
large number of the “all” are now anonymous and, in many cases, even artificial 
(AI-based networks of bots, like Putinbots or Kremlinbots most actively 
produced in state-sponsored “troll-factories”) character. The lack of overall 
governance also means that social media has become an easy instrument and 
likely sphere for those with the access, speed and intentions to spread false information. 

While the phenomenon of post-truth in modern social and political 
communications is increasingly the subject of trans-disciplinary analysis, 
semantically the concepts of “post-truth,” “post-truth politics,” or “post-facts” 
remain very blurred, and they are mostly used within the ideological and 
propaganda segment of modern mass media. At the same time, all participants 
in the debate on the political risks of post-truth politics associate, in one way or 
another, similar phenomena with changes in the mode of production and the 

 
8  Steve Tesich, “A Government of Lies,” The Nation (6-13 January 1992): 12. 
9  Oxford English, “Word of the Year 2016”. 
10  Zygmunt Bauman, “Liquid modernity,” Acta Sociologica, 44, no. 3 (2001): 270-271. 
11  Roland Barthes, “La mort de l’Auteur,” Le bruissement de la langue (Paris: Seuil, 1984), 

61-67. 
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dissemination of information and the subsequent impact of those changes on 
public policy. 

There are quite a few ways of conceptualizing the phenomenon of post-
truth politics which are quite contradictory and ambiguous. However, the main 
characteristics of the post-truth display a variety of characteristics. First and 
foremost, it appeals to the emotions and personal convictions of the audience, 
while ignoring or obscuring key details, forming an echo chamber in which the 
viewer reinforces his pre-existing notions. 

Post-truth politics seek to intentionally conceal objective facts that 
contradict a given concept, that is, the focus is only on the necessary piece of 
information while contradictory information is simply hidden. The difference 
between truth and falsehood is often blurred or disappears entirely. Information 
is stripped of context and presented “as is”. This can be achieved by information 
overload via broadcasting a continuous stream of news, the bulk of which 
consists of abstract thoughts and considerations, as well as infotainment. 

Timing is a critical element of post-truth politics. New information 
always seems to emerge at a “good” moment, that is, when it is most expected, 
and information elements are crafted to provoke a violent emotional reaction in 
the audience by means of sensational semantic content. 

Post-truth as a contemporary communicative phenomenon can be explored 
through various scientific approaches. A first one is the socio-phenomenological 
approach that has three basic semantic dimensions. The substantive area of post-
truth political analysis is described as a specific untrue, unreasonable and 
manipulative propaganda technology used for constructing the social political 
agenda of electoral campaigns, which is spread by elites and expert communities 
through the media. It opposes the normal democratic practices of political 
postmodernism. 

The second approach is the political-historical approach that considers the 
area of post-truth politics in two ways. The first one is as a specific local-
historical phenomenon (“simulations” and “entertainment” of politics), associated 
with the difficulties and risks of democratic transit in the context of globalization 
of political communications. The other way is as a universal constant of political 
processes related to the symbolization of coercive practices used by social actors 
fighting for the acquisition or preservation of political power. 

The third approach is the critical-activity approach that analyzes the 
perception of each other through their activities of social actors. In this instance, 
the concept of post-truth is extremely ambivalent. On one hand, some 
participants in the communication process perceive it as a natural support of 
political identity and state sovereignty. On the other hand, others see the post-
truth phenomena as a fellow traveler of political cynicism, populism and 
political barbarism. 
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In general, it can be stated that researchers who use the concept of post-
truth politics are mainly focused on the fact that the multiplication of actors and 
media technologies in the production of political information leads to the 
diversification of the criteria of truth and fallacy in interpreting political events 
of the past and present. The widespread use in the politics of post-truth of such 
media products as political rumors, lies, gossip, hoaxes and scandals has 
become a significant symbolic resource for political mobilization for many 
formal and informal social movements and organizations. The implications of 
such diversification are highly ambiguous. Simultaneously, attempts by 
Western states to develop rigorous procedures for verifying the truth and 
objectivity of politically sensitive information and the moral responsibility of 
information policy actors have not reduced the negative impact of post-truth 
information acts. This is in part because their response structures are too 
centralized and slow to react quickly and decisively to threats. 

It would be appropriate to recall in this connection the critical remarks of 
Niklas Luhmann about the specifics of the communication process in today’s 
information environment. He notes that “systems of consciousness” are 
functioning simultaneously in “billions of units.”12 In such a complex 
information environment, the requirement of truthfulness in relation to the 
cognitive and symbolic production of any communication system, whether 
legal, political, or news in the media becomes highly problematic, and it 
stimulates simplified understanding of the meaning of such communications. 
Therefore, mass media messages are determined not so much by ideas of truth 
and falsehood, but rather if they are or are not informative. Procedures for 
selecting these messages are then based on specific communication codes 
formed within them in complex relation with other communicative spaces. 
Societies invest more and more of their hopes and disappointments in 
communication, and the result is the production of symbolic products “which 
causes societies to have illusions, above all, about the political system.”13  

Post-truth politics are quite clearly related to the practice of political 
legitimization and delegitimization. Therefore, it seems more and more 
promising to interpret post-truth policies as a specific dimension of “symbolic 
policy,” and as a crucial battlefield of hybrid warfare, associated with the 
subjective-based legitimization and delegitimization of institutional space by 
social actors concurrent with the construction or deconstruction of the political 
identity (in the context of Bauman’s “garderobe of identities”14) of the 
participants in this process. Summarizing the above, a preliminary conclusion is 
that post-truth politics or “politics beyond facts” are significant dimensions of 

 
12  Niklas Luhmann, Differenciacija [Differentiation] (Moscow: Logos, 2006), 158. 
13  Luhmann, Differenciacija, 190-192. 
14  Zygmunt Bauman, Identity (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2004), 1-10. 
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symbolic politics, aimed at the sensual-emotional justification of political 
identities in the context of reconstruction and deconstruction of structures of 
national memory in its political and historical dimensions. 

In contemporary mass media communications, the social construction of 
political events resembles a semantic kaleidoscope of communicative practices of 
political mythology. These are often associated with the presentation of “political 
corporeality” in which the emotional, sensory perception of politics and 
symbolization in political communion are often highlighted, serving as an 
important dimension and a semantic catalyst for political communication. In the 
West, as a modern, rationalized society, there are no political movements or their 
accompanying cognitive processes without emotional and sensual presentations, 
and there is no process of rational thinking without emotional background.15 

Moreover, the mythologization of everyday life is an integral part of 
modern political communications. The spread of new media technologies and 
biopolitics significantly widens the possibilities for actualizing the mythical, often 
making its influence “more sinister” than in the past.16 The result is the generation 
of a variety of rationalized political, religious, scientific, and historical myths. 
Therefore, the modern political myth should be considered not only as an 
indicator of mass irrationality, but as a specific process of social construction of 
political identities, based on the articulation of the collective significance of 
people’s daily activities. Political mythology is, in its turn, used as a destructive 
instrument of the “hybrid warfare” with the Russian politicization of life in, and 
eventual invasions of Crimea and Donetsk People’s Republic/ Luhansk People’s 
Republic (DPR/LPR) as the most sinister recent examples. 

In his commentary on the tragic events of September 11, 2001 in the 
essay “The Spirit of Terrorism,” Jean Baudrillard noted:  

 
“The repression of terrorism spirals around as unpredictably as the terrorist act itself. No 
one knows where it will stop, or what turnabouts there may yet be. There is no possible 
distinction, at the level of images and information, between the spectacular and the 
symbolic, no possible distinction between the crime and the crackdown. To the point that 
the idea of freedom, a new and recent idea, is already fading from minds and mores, and 
liberal globalization is coming about in precisely the opposite form - a police state 
globalization, total control, a terror based on law-and-order measures. Deregulation ends 
up in a maximum of constraints and restrictions, akin to 
those of a fundamentalist society.”17 
 
Sean McFate, a professor of strategy at the U.S. National Defense 

University and the Georgetown University School of the Foreign Service, 

 
15  Alberto Melucci, Challenging Codes. Collective Action in the Information Age 

(Cambridge: Press Syndicate of the University of Cambridge, 2003), 71. 
16  Hannah Arendt, Between Past and Future (New York: Viking, 2006), 243-48; 258-259. 
17  Jean Baudrillard, The Spirit of Terrorism (New York: Verso, 2003), 31-32. 
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considers that cyberspace would be one of the decisive future battlefields. 
However, Western militaries remain behind the curve in terms of preparation 
for cyber-warfare. The real power of cyber-weapons is hidden not in the ability 
to spy or cyberattack on enemy targets, it lies in propaganda, which must be 
taken very seriously.18  

Clinton Watts, a senior researcher at the Center for Cybernetics and 
National Security at the George Washington University and a researcher at the 
Institute for Foreign Policy, describes a uniquely Russian model of influence:  

 
“An anonymous user of a popular forum posts a fake document. Then it begins to be 
discussed, disseminated and distributed on Kremlin-controlled Twitter accounts. The 
discussion on microblogs is covered as news by a Russian state sponsored media outlet, 
whose materials are subsequently relayed by Facebook users or further distributed 
through advertising posts.19 
 
Here we again encounter the phenomenon of working with disinformation 

as information that is hidden in the stream of real facts, because all the same 
methods of consideration, discussion and transmission that are normally applied 
to real facts are applied to disinformation as well. By such methods, 
misinformation or post-truth data gain the same legitimacy as actual facts. In 
order to recognize it, it is necessary to apply special knowledge and skills, and the 
average information consumer often does not know how and does not want to 
spend the energy doing this. 

Cyberattacks, the election victory of candidates whose “trump card” is 
emotionally colored rhetoric, together with the pervasiveness of hate language 
give political scientists, political technologists, writers, and journalists reasons 
to talk of the existence of a new reality, the world of post-truth with a renewed, 
technology-fueled hybrid warfare as its key trend. 

According to Peter Pomerantsev, in the modern world, objective facts are 
losing their significance for the general public, and this appears to be confirmed 
by the success of high-profile campaigns, such as those in support of Brexit, or 
meddling in the 2016 U.S. Presidential election:  

 
“Today, in the post-political era the leaders of countries are increasingly resorting to 
substituting the facts with nostalgia, fantasies, phobias to maintain their ratings and to 
distract the population from thinking about tomorrow.”20  
 

 
18  Sean McFate, The New Rules of War. Victory in the Age of Durable Disorder (New York: 

William Morrow, 2019), 136. 
19  Clint Watts, Messing with the Enemy: Surviving in a Social Media World of Hackers, 

Terrorists, Russians, and Fake News (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2019), 89. 
20  Peter Pomerantsev, Nothing Is True and Everything Is Possible: Adventures in Modern 

Russia (London: Faber and Faber, 2017), 45. 
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Placed in national contexts, all these factors work, the journalist believes, 
because Russia lost track of its future in the late 1990s, and its Western vectors, 
globalization and European integration, exhausted themselves in 2008. 

In the new world, the world of post-truth, you can generate, propose, and 
say absolutely everything. Replacing the radio jammers (so called “glooshilki” 
i.e., “deafeners”) of Soviet times, contemporary “post-modern” information noise 
is used to drown out dissent and independent analysis. Previously, it was clear 
that what was jammed is forbidden, and therefore likely to be true. Today, the 
noise of facts, post-facts and opinions is so deafening that the average person 
cannot distinguish important information from purposeful disinformation, or truth 
from fiction. Trust, rather than veracity, is the most important factor in 
successfully dominating the information market. 

Experienced manipulators can, according to Pomerantsev’s definition, 
“censor noise,” replacing the information deficit by information intoxication.21 
However, the unprepared consumer of information cannot distinguish a 
manipulative trick from the fact. In the world of post-truth, authors disappear, 
and there are no authorities. More precisely, these authorities are highly 
individualized and random, and they enable a brisk trade in lies and ideologies, 
empowered by the use of information sharing platforms and bots. 

American researchers, Peter Singer and Emerson Brooking, have spent 
five years conducting a thoroughly detailed study of the development of the 
Internet, the most famous social networks of the present, and how they were 
weaponized. The authors investigate the use of social media platforms by actors 
ranging from authoritarian regimes to terrorist organizations, revolutionaries, 
and defense forces. Facebook is like a battlefield, and Instagram is like a 
concentration camp for free time with “likes” as the camp guards. A virtual war 
has been going on in the world for a long time. With very real consequences, 
often bloody and deadly: careless posts can become an epitaph, and an innocent 
“like” can be reason for arrest. Such cases have long become the norm.22 

James Kirchick, a researcher at the Foreign Policy Initiative analytical 
center in Washington D.C., considers there are difficult times ahead for Europe, 
citing Brexit and the rise of right-wing populism, together with the lack of a 
unified European military strategy against the background of the Trump 
administration’s policies as symptoms and factors of growing instability. In 
European conflicts, the hybrid strategy of Putin, and any attempt by Europe to 
expand the powers of individual countries traditionally, in contrast to the 
Eurocrats, will become triggers for a new round of instability. Kirchik believes 
that Europe needs to learn to respond quickly to the challenges of instability, by 

 
21  Pomerantsev, Nothing Is True, 87. 
22  Peter W. Singer and Emerson T. Brooking, LikeWar. The Weaponization of Social Media 

(Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2018), 321. 
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creating new mechanisms for seeking the common good, different from the calls 
of populists. He appeals to a new personal responsibility; not only for one’s 
own identity, but also for the common good of freedom, to fight not only for 
one’s own and others’ rights, but also for personal responsibilities to Europe. 
The New Europe can only survive as a Europe of renewed civil harmony. 
Consolidation should occur, not around ready-made structures of leadership or 
decision-making structures, but rather around re-actualizing the common good 
as Europe’s main strategic reserve. For Kirchik, a modern form of dictatorship 
is not just that proposed by the populists, but that of hasty and simple decision 
making by otherwise legitimate powerholders.23 

 
 

The Garderobe of (Il)Legitimate “Post-Identities” 
 

In the world of post-truth, public opinion is formed as a result of the work 
of bots, trolls and cyborgs. All while citizens are encouraged in the illusion that 
they have their own opinions. The time of great ideologies has passed, replaced 
by post-modern emotions, situational alliances and fluid identities (Bauman’s 
“garderobe of identities”24). Opponents of both protesters and the authorities are 
adopting the concept of the lowest common denominator in communication and 
action. Identities are formed in a short time, and they can be built around a very 
small or imaginary common platform. In this case, the basis for the unification 
of identity is, as a rule, the most radical position. 

In the post-truth era, identities are born in fierce internet disputes, and the 
longer the discussion lasts, the more categorical the comments become, 
according to Pomerantsev, though they remain, at their roots, simple arguments: 

 
“Social networks stimulate more polarized behavior, as a result of which the audience 
demands more hypertrophied content or outright lies. Fake news is the result of how 
social networks are designed.” 25  
 
Populism is situational. There is a “population” of ad hoc, pop-up people, 

which can be activated for elections or protests and then forgotten:  
 
“the bubbles of identity are inflated, burst, and then revived in some other form. In this 
game, the players who are most flexible and capable of arranging the fragments of 
disparate interests around the new magnets of meaning win. This methodology describes 

 
23  James Kirchick, The End of Europe: Dictators, Demagogues, and the Coming Dark Age 

(London: Yale University Press, 2017), 112-113. 
24  Bauman, Identity, 1-10. 
25  Peter Pomerantsev, This Is Not Propaganda: Adventures in the War Against Reality 

(London: Faber and Faber, 2019), 123. 
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well the manner in which what Putin calls his majority was manufactured out of a social 
media population.”26 
 
The result of these efforts can have a serious outcome: the devaluation of 

truth. This can be seen in the examples of the wars in Donbass or in Syria. 
Deeply considered, factual evidence is not impressive and does not mean much:  

 
“Now everyone always knows everything. There are a lot of videos, [...] terabytes of 
evidence and examples of war crimes. [..] However, the reaction is inversely proportional 
to the amount of evidence.”27 
 
This is how information noise works. As noted above, this conjugation of 

symbolic codes and identities is becoming increasingly problematic. In such an 
environment, communication strategies that focus participants on cognitive 
patterns of everyday life, together with anthropological models of solidarity, 
closely related to basic, often mythical in content, become increasingly 
successful. 

Several methodological conclusions can be drawn about the study of the 
phenomenon of post-truth politics in modern public discourse. First of all, 
agreeing with the validity of the idea that the study of the post-truth refers us to 
the peculiarities of socio-cultural dynamics of modern society, in particular, the 
space of political culture. It is important to see the methodological limitations of 
more traditional theoretical models of political culture describing the cultural 
process. This can be from the perspective of the “rational citizen” and liberal-
democratic value orientations, which simplify the process of increasing 
fragmentation of political and cultural space.28 The heuristic discourse of 
political and cultural research is based on cognitive models of modern cultural 
sociology, cultural anthropology and sociological institutionalism. Emphasis is 
placed on understanding culture as a network of meanings and historical forms 
of social memory, the study of which should be based on the cognitive analysis 
of symbolic structures of this network of meanings. In contrast to this, there 
stand research programs in which cultural phenomena are reduced to values, 
norms, ideologies which are derived from the structures of formal institutions or 
socio-psychological models of collective consciousness.  

To analyze the phenomenon of post-truth as a specific state of political 
culture, the theoretical and methodological foundations of neo-institutionalism 
are of interest. Such analysis considers social institutions as cultural-normative, 

 
26  Pomerantsev, This Is Not Propaganda, 132. 
27  Ibid., 145. 
28  Michael A. Peters and Tina Besley, “Citizen Science and Post-normal Science in a Post-

truth Era: Democratising Knowledge; Socialising Responsibility,” Educational Philosophy 
and Theory 51, no. 13 (2019): 1293-1303. 
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cognitive structures within a framework of interaction with identities, 
movements and organizations (collective actors) which often produce 
rationalized mythology and ritual.29 In connection with these models, neo-
institutionalists consider legitimacy as a central concept in describing socio-
cultural dynamics.30 Legitimacy in this case is described as a process of 
interpretation, theoretical justification, clarification of possible alternatives to 
the social evolution of the organization. It emphasizes the everyday processes of 
routine organizational norms and rules as conditions for the stability of 
organizations in a dynamic socio-cultural space.31 

Behind the critical pathos aimed at debunking the populism and cynicism 
of the actors of post-truth politics, real risks and creative dimensions of modern 
political mythology are often neglected or minimalized. This can create 
unpredictability in judging the communication potential or can impact the 
political solidarity of post-truth speech acts. Modern political communication 
thinking suggests that the importance of the anthropology of the sensual man 
and the symbolic projections of that sensuality are growing in modern society. It 
is fair to say that he who masters the vocabulary of new sensuality will 
successfully socially mobilize the masses. 

Post-truth concepts shape our worldview with the help of ideology, 
religion and science. The acquisition of meaning in language occurs through the 
plausible, which then marries up with the real by means of internal mental 
mechanisms. Jacques Lacan pointed out that the sense of reality is a 
consequence of the work of memory, and it is based on the fact that some kind 
of memory or impression is organized in a historical sequence.32 This is of 
fundamental importance both for legitimate mass media operations as well as 
those whose purpose is more nefarious. One of the main starting points in the 
analysis of the formation of post-politics is the assumption that the modern 
world has reformatted the phenomena of liminality, transit and transition from 
temporary to permanent, making these phenomena full-fledged states of 
complex systems. The phenomenon of post-truth has also destroyed the cult of 
stability and inviolability on which political regimes and political culture as a 
whole used to stand, constituting a full-blown assault on the Westphalian state 
system. 
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This section illustrated a key point, that in the postmodern era the 
categories “faith” and “emotion” as the political-philosophical paradigm of 
modernity are brought to the forefront of communication processes, disavowing 
the category of “objectivity” which was fundamental in the Enlightenment, and 
which sought to interpret reality on the basis of objectivity (or systematic 
subjectivity), reasonableness and universality. In this contradiction between 
faith and rationality, or between emotions and objectivity, lies the main conflict 
between the ideologies of modernism, its rationalistic and objective attitudes 
and the postmodern paradigm. 

 
 

Truth and Post-Truth as Informational  
and Political Phenomena 

 
The phenomenon of truth belongs to the highest values of human life and 

conceptually corresponds to the concept of truth. Truth was originally attributed 
to divine nature and absolute existence. Scientific truth is evidenced in the form 
of a process of cognition from relative knowledge to absolute, while knowledge 
has always been combined with objective factuality. Truth, thereby, acquired 
the form of true knowledge, while maintaining the status of the only real 
knowledge due to its divine nature. In the information sphere, true-knowledge 
has been transformed into true-information about the real state of affairs. Truth 
has always been correlated with verity, while revealing the nature of moral 
obligation. In contrast to the objective fundamentality of immutable verity, truth 
was discursively expressed in its dynamic subjective versions, so there are 
many worlds of truth. Hence, in the information and communication field, they 
usually defend “their own” truth, argue about it and strive to identify it with the 
absolute truth. 

To date, the scientific interpretations of verity are clearly divided into two 
irreconcilable positions. The first modernist understanding reduces true-
knowledge to an adequate reflection of the objective world.33 Hence, knowledge 
(information) relies on the objective, based on “pure” verified facts. At the same 
time, facts and their interpretation in the information sphere of that time were 
clearly divided: on one hand, they were supposed to be self-sufficient, with 
“facts as a stubborn thing,”34 and the interpretations were divided into true 
judgments and false judgments. Therefore, for the political culture of the 
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modern era,35 it was important to have a public information field, where 
statements were checked for truthfulness. The verity of the information, thus, 
was substantiated, and false information (misinformation) was exposed as 
unproven, refuted and condemned from a morally correct position.36 

The second postmodernist interpretation denied verity of its exclusivity 
and fundamentality, positioning many conditional verities. Now, in the spirit of 
relativism, verity is associated with the ordinary point of view or conventional 
discursive context. In this case, all interpretations are declared relative in 
principle, and one person’s truth is another’s lie. The search for objective verity 
and authenticity has been declared futile, because “we live in a world created by 
information” and “symbols and images (i.e., information) represent the only 
reality we are dealing with.”37 According to this postmodernist vision, media 
reality contains simulacra that do not reflect the real state of affairs, and often 
they are just fabricated media events. 

Since 2010, the term post-truth or post-verity has appeared as a reflection 
of a new hybrid political culture. The standard descriptions of information 
phenomena such as trust in information that is proven to be false and the 
reliance of political messaging on emotion do not say anything about the 
significant difference between post-truth, for example, from political 
propaganda as truth.38 The fact is that in the presence of confidence in the 
source of information, the phenomenon of faith in itself excludes a critical 
attitude to the material. At the same time, the emotionality of the message 
complements the suggestive effect. 

In fact, in order to compare the phenomena of truth and post-truth,39 it is 
advisable to introduce an instrument of our own theoretical analysis: the 
concept of the symbolic universe. The symbolic universe represents a borderline 
semantic integration of social consciousness that legitimizes the social/political 
order and builds a hierarchy of phenomena-realities.40 For instance, in a 
totalitarian society, a single symbolic universe was constituted, and total 
ideology acted as a conceptual mechanism for its support. For example, Marxist 
ideology was proclaimed to be a true doctrine, an adequate reflection of verity. 
Therefore, all interpretations of the facts were correlated with the ideological 
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framework, which confirmed the veracity of private interpretations. As a result, 
the world of totalitarian propaganda, built on ideological grounds, was a world 
of absolute truth that could not be questioned. And since propaganda was a 
comprehensive communication, any information was checked against the sacred 
text of true doctrine, much as a fundamentalist would compare all received 
information to scriptural texts. 

In a democratic political culture, there is a combination of several 
symbolic universes that define the political world, the institutional order, and its 
meaning in different ways. But, of course, there is always a dominant symbolic 
universe that integrates everything approved by society, and it officially 
confirms the legitimations of order, institutions, roles, identities, and symbols in 
a single semantic world. All information or constructive facts in the media are 
associated with the absolute value of democracy as a semantic phenomenon. 
Therefore, the information reality has necessarily become a clearly defined and 
unconditionally accepted democratically significant semantic world. Thus, any 
private shortcomings and flaws of democratic practice could not shake the 
symbol of democracy as the highest value. 

The world of post-truth or post-democracy was formed as a result of the 
deconstruction of the dominant democratic symbolic universe. First of all, the 
ideological sphere underwent deconstruction, as a result of which the symbols of 
substantiation of institutions, roles, and identities were transformed. The truth of 
democracy was divided into official-normative, truth-verity, and other truths as 
separate definitions of democratic reality. As a result, the quality of the ultimate 
legitimacy and the comprehensive nature of the integration of meanings have been 
lost. This is especially true since the culture of postmodernism emphasizes not the 
general, but the differences, emphasizing the artificiality of constructed 
representations of life. In the presence of discrepancies and contradictory verities, 
the definition of democratic reality is fragmented further, and the truth has openly 
become a single attribute of any interpretation. 

Post-truth is the product of the long development and increasing 
prevalence of subjectivity, and it is a subsequent interpretation of the world that 
stands in isolation from the world itself. All information in the postmodern 
paradigm becomes post-truth, which is consonant with Jean Baudrillard’s 
simulacrum. The problem is that political reality is interpreted through appeals 
to social emotions and psychological faith. Here we can give as an example the 
2019 election campaign of the current President of Ukraine, Volodomyr 
Zelensky, which was built on the image of a fictional movie-character – history 
teacher, Vasyl Holoborodko, and his opposition to the then current Ukrainian 
President, Petro Poroshenko. A key feature of this opposition was the use of 
shock politics and the use of imagery which corresponded to a certain desire of 
voters which was divorced from reality. 
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The construction of these kinds of post-truth electoral campaigns has 
become effective due to the state of media literacy of Ukrainian society. 
According to a July 2019 survey by USAID-Internews, 75% of Ukrainians say 
that they know about the existence of fake news, but only 54% consider this 
problem relevant. 65% claim to be able to distinguish false information in the 
media, but in fact only 11% have been able to distinguish fake news from true 
news. In general, almost 60% of Ukrainians are not inclined to think critically; 
they are used to trusting their favorite media or relying on intuition. The poll 
showed that in 2019 social networks overtook TV for the first time (68% vs. 
66%) as the main source of information and news for Ukrainians.41 In an era of 
continually increasing information consumption, it is necessary to highlight 
some of the key methodologies used in the design and dissemination of post-
truth messaging. One is the personification of politics, in which the personality 
of the political leader becomes more important than his party affiliation and 
political ideology. Another is the emotionalization of politics, which shifts the 
focus of the audience from facts to feelings and emotions. A third, related to the 
second, is an emphasis on the entertainment value of politics and information. 
This is done through the simplification of complex topics together with a 
humorous or intriguing presentation of the information. The result is an 
emotional perception of politics as a whole. 

Most often, the media allow a subjective reflection of events, while 
serving not only the primary source but also the only channel for obtaining 
political information for the audience. For example, during the 2016 U.S. 
presidential campaign, it was reported that viral media content on social 
networks such as Facebook or Twitter was the main source of political 
information for a significant number of citizens. Due to the collective nature of 
the dissemination of information, confidence in its truth is expected, and the 
level of trust in the content is increased, but the probability of the occurrence 
and circulation of misinformation is not taken into account. The American case 
also witnessed the use of all three of the aforementioned factors crossing all 
political parties and issues. The former president Barack Obama famously 
stated that social media, rather than facilitating the free flow of thought, actually 
allowed the creation of “echo chambers” of thought, a situation which the post-
truth aspects of hybrid warfare are well-poised to exploit.42 The result of all of 
these activities is that real politics is de-legitimized and politicized, if we 
interpret the term “political” following Hannah Arendt’s definition - a rational 
discussion is replaced by a “flood” that is irrational in form, but quite rational as 
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an embodiment of post-truth policy. In this case, a neo-virtual space dissolves 
information in the mass mystification of being.43  

Neo-virtuality in this sense is a phenomenon that allows post-truth 
management not at the level of the media itself but at the level of the 
stakeholder audience. Bots serve a key role in the context of post-truth politics, 
as tools for instigating and managing discussions on the political platforms of 
the Internet. They serve in virtual combat just as tanks did in the conventional 
combats of the past. Since politicized internet media is exactly the echo 
chamber described by Obama, Internet bots along with resource moderation are 
capable of maintaining the ideological homogeneity of participants on their 
resources as well as creating the illusion of delegitimization of hostile 
information. Such symbolic discursive domination is capable of creating the 
illusion of quantitative superiority of opponents, as well as making almost any 
discussion meaningless, since none of the discussants can be sure that they have 
not encountered a bot that cannot be convinced. 

Bots are produced by the owners of Internet resources and public relations 
employees, as well as by the owners of purpose-built bot or troll factories. Russia, 
with “bot factories” located in Moscow and Sankt Petersburg, is a primary example 
of the use of bots and trolls to achieve geopolitical aims. In addition to unofficial 
bot factories, the Russian Federation uses mainstream media outlets as tools to 
convey its narratives to internal and external audiences. According to the draft 
budget of the Russian Federation for 2020, the federal media received €1.3 billion 
for this purpose, a threefold increase in funding compared to the previous year. The 
Russia Today (RT) news channel received almost 23 billion rubles or €325 million. 
Channel One was allocated €92 million content production, acquisition and 
broadcasting.44 At a higher level, one of the flagships in the Kremlin-controlled 
media landscape is the Russia Today (RT) Holding, which includes the RIA 
Novosti news agency, the InoSMI project and the multilingual international agency 
Sputnik. The general director of the RT Holding is Dmitry Kiselev, who is under 
EU sanctions. The RT Holding claimed €106 million in the aforementioned budget. 
These figures confirm the great role of control over narratives in the media in the 
Kremlin’s political priorities list. 

Vladimir Putin’s famous “Munich Speech,” delivered at the 2007 Munich 
Security Conference, not only aggressively marked the beginning of his third 
term foreign policy as a geostrategy of revenge, but became the embodiment of 
the collective fears of the West.45 In what amounts to a repetition of the Munich 
Agreement of 1938, and the betrayal of the Czechs that it entailed, Russia’s 
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actions and the Western response resembles a new Munich conspiracy, and it 
brings with it the recognition of global uncertainty and a statement that faith in 
Western institutions has been shaken to its very core. Of course, the irony of the 
speech was evident, being delivered in the city in which Nazi Germany’s most 
successful manipulation of the truth took place, that the Sudetenland had ever 
been a part of Germany. 

Ten years later, at the fifty-third Munich Conference, held on February 
18-19, 2017, the organizers of the forum presented the report “Post-Truth, Post-
West, Post-Order?”46 which pointed at a deep crisis of the international order 
and liberal democracy, outlined by means of detailed global negative trends. 
The report concluded that the post-1945, and even post-1991 world orders are 
close to collapse. The liberal-democratic model is in deep crisis, while across 
the West an increasing number of countries have seen the rise of populist 
movements which can be said to form an “Axis of Fear.”47 Russia’s actions on 
the world stage are considered by the experts as predominantly destructive, 
however anything good was not expected from the Donald Trump 
administration (2016-2020) either, and it is far too soon to see what impact the 
Joseph Biden administration (2020-2024) will have. 

The Kremlin seems increasingly interested in completely erasing the post-
1991 world order, and since it does not have the military or economic strength to do 
so, it has embarked on a campaign of disinformation aimed at its internal audience 
as well as its near abroad and, ultimately, the United States and Western Europe. 
One example of this is Russian efforts to exhume the corpses and remove all 
evidence of the Katyn massacre. Katyn was the sight of the systematic murder of 
Polish officers captured during the Soviet invasion of Eastern Poland in 1939. The 
Soviet Union, and now Russia, wish to ignore the massacre or place it in the general 
context of Nazi actions. Indeed, Russia increasingly characterizes the Second World 
War as a primarily, even overwhelmingly Soviet victory. As a subset of this, 
Moscow denies the contributions of the other constituent nationalities of the Soviet 
Union of their role in the war. 

Concurrently, but of perhaps even more interest due to its global impact, 
Russia uses the tools of post-truth speech to spread misinformation about the 
causes and responses to the SARS-COV 2 outbreak. In a two-month period in 
2020, for example, the EU noted at least eighty separate acts of misinformation.48  

Russia is waging a hybrid war against Ukraine, part of which is a 
semantic war that changes meaning and interprets reality in a way that profits 
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the aggressor nation. On the whole, the value of truth in today’s hybrid military 
conflicts cannot be underestimated. These new wars, as Mary Kaldor, a 
professor at the London School of Economics once called them, create a new 
hybrid world or rather a new world order.49 The concept of hybrid warfare can 
be interpreted as a model of warfare in which its military character and the 
participation of the state are hidden. Analyzing the Russian-Ukrainian war, we 
can see that it is unique in many respects, as it includes the reasons invented by 
the aggressor country (civil war instead of aggression of a foreign state), 
massive national and international anti-Ukrainian propaganda, terror, 
misinformation, and economic pressure on Ukraine. All of this is exacerbated 
by the Russian Federation’s permanent representation in the United Nations 
Security Council and the work of pro-Russian lobbying interests in Western 
countries. Blatant military action is a part of the equation. But everything is 
undertaken with enough deniability to fit into the disinformation puzzle. 

 
 

Conclusion: from Post-Truth to Post-Trust? 
 

“Tanks are attacking Prague - tanks are attacking the truth,” such were 
the words of Soviet poet Yevgeny Yevtushenko on the suppression of the 
“Prague Spring” in 1968.50 Now the same tanks are advancing not only into the 
Crimean cities of Simferopol and Sevastopol, but also into Donetsk and 
Luhansk. And while in 1968, Soviet tanks were not going to stay in Bratislava 
and Prague, today these tanks, flying Russian flags, are simultaneously a 
permanent presence and not inclined to stop advancing. The Russian media, 
with its lurid descriptions of the alleged atrocities of what it calls the fascist 
regime in Kyiv, especially in the Donbass, are based on fantasies, but 
compelling ones. Large scale falsification of the use of illicit weapons through 
photo and video editing has become a common practice in this war. The tank 
breakthroughs of the post-truth can also be attributed to the desire of Russia to 
reproduce on its screens the various products of the cultural industries that 
support their own concept of the world and their role in it. A noteworthy 
example of this is the 2015 Russian film Warsaw Pact: Pages Declassified,51 
which externally claims to be a documentary and redefines the events of 1968 in 
Czechoslovakia as a riot inspired by the West and supported by NATO. In these 
same categories, Moscow also interprets the events of the recent history of 
Ukraine to its own benefit. Acting quickly to dominate the information 
environment, Moscow is ahead in this post-truth driven hybrid war. 

 
49  Mary Kaldor, New and old wars: organized violence in a global era (Cambridge: Polity 

Press, 2012), 123. 
50  Yevgeny Yevtushenko, The Collected Poems 1952–1990 (New York: Henry Holt, 1992), 321. 
51  Warsaw Pact: Pages Declassified, Dmitry Ushakov (2015, All-Russian Television and Radio 

Company, Moscow, 2015), documentary, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C3r8ba8MAfA. 



120 JOHN CALLAHAN,  OLEKSII POLTORAKOV, RENA MARUTIAN 

Romanian Political Science Review  vol. XXI  no. 1  2021 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This article has taken a broad approach to hybrid warfare and illustratively 
focused on a timely example of Russian use of post-truth narratives in its ongoing 
operations against Ukraine. This type of warfare, with its epistemology of warping 
reality through control and manipulation of messaging, presents Kyiv and Moscow 
with a significant cognitive challenge. With bots, trolls, and social networks as the 
new tanks, the West requires a new set of anti-tank weapons. It is much easier to 
destroy a T-72 tank with a Javelin missile than it is to overcome the pernicious 
rhetoric that Moscow uses to attack every Western political entity. And yet, such 
anti-tank weapons must and will be developed. 

This article has explained how the hybrid warfare aggressors operate. This 
research could be expanded to include the reaction of Western countries to these 
practices, as well as the actions of NATO through its Strategic Communication 
Center of Excellence, located in Riga and of the Organization for Security and 
Cooperation in Europe. At the same time, the role of education could be taken into 
consideration as a strategy to counteract Moscow’s new information outlets. Just as 
those with memories of the Cold War can quote the old Soviet joke “There is no 
Isvestia in Pravda, and no Pravda in Isvestia” (No News in the Truth, no Truth in 
the News, after the names of the main newspapers of the Soviet Union), education 
of information consumers on both sides of the Atlantic must get back to a place 
where all information and all ideas are not seen as equivalent.  

It should be clear that the new, hybrid warfare centered world order 
which is currently being built is an epistemological reality. In the new world, 
any ambitious and aggressive state like Russia that uses hybrid methods cannot 
be condemned from the usual point of view or by existing international legal 
standards. Post-truth hybrid warfare combines military aggression with 
sophisticated propaganda, election manipulation and even coup attempts in 
some countries. All of this leads to a loss of faith in the creative power and 
variety of scientific knowledge, as well as the constant provocation of general 
skepticism, and a general disappointment in progress. Therefore, these are the 
primary factors contributing to the formation of a kind of ideological field of 
intermediate truths, of which post-truth information has become the principal 
manifestation of post-trust realities, which have their implicit political risks and 
social threats. Ukraine continues its struggle to reforms that aim to strengthen 
its role itself and emerge as a truly independent regional power, while 
attempting to reverse the results of the Russian invasion.52 
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Abstract 
This article introduces a multi-level sector analytical tool designed to understand how political 
subjects not directly related to the state interact with the state and, dialectically, how the political 
structuring of the state affects them and their conditions, focusing on the effects of their combined 
and confronting actions in the labor sphere. The analysis defines the (re)structuring of State 
policies towards-and-from capital and labor and re-elaborates on the former notion of “political 
opportunity structure,” but it repositions it dialectically into capitalist social relations. The model 
draws on institutional crystallizations, factual force correlations that affect society (downward 
structuring, or State structuring towards civil society), and the combined political effects of labor 
conflict at state level (upward structuring or structuring from the civil society to the State). This 
dialectic relation is discussed by bringing back overarching assumptions about the State, “the 
public,” and “the political,” which try to delegitimize political subjects whether in the public 
arena or in environments traditionally considered “private” and “apolitical.” The automotive 
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industry in Argentina between 2000 and 2015 is the empirical reference to illustrate categories 
and reach to the main conclusions. 
 
Keywords: state, political opportunities, structure, labor, capital. 

 
 

Introduction 
 

The analyses of public policies and the state focus on public concerns and 
their solutions. From the point of view of institution-oriented analytical 
schemes, the evaluation of statal policies often seeks and finds fault with a 
number of factors, including institutional capacities, the magnitude and modes 
of participation available, lack of transparency, faulty controls, misallocation of 
responsibilities, ineffective negotiations between factions, lack of human or 
material resources, unrealistic setting of goals, unfavorable situations in general, 
legal or organic problems, and so on.  

Incorporating a relational perspective, this article seeks to evaluate the 
design and implementation of policies from the perspective of the state, 
considering whether and how the subjects affected have been involved in the 
process, and the facts that led to the crystallization of certain designs and not 
others.1 This research attempts to question why some policy-making processes 
do not succeed in reducing social inequalities, and to take back up the 
discussion on the actual role of the state in the social relations system.  

Authors such as Barrington Moore and Gregory Luebbert have studied 
how class cleavages contributed to the arising of different political regimes in 
Europe, such as fascism, communism, social democracy, and liberal 
democracies.2 In Latin America, several authors, among which Guillermo 
O'Donnell and Oscar Oszlak, Fernando Hernique Cardozo, José Aricó, or 
Álvaro García Linera, have studied these issues from various perspectives and 
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Kitchen: The Subject and His Production] (Buenos Aires: Tinta Limón, 2014); Massimo 
Modonesi, Subalternidad, antagonismo, autonomía: marxismos y subjetivación política 
[Subalternity, Antagonism, Autonomy: Marxisms and Political Subjectivation] (Buenos 
Aires: CLACSO and PrometeoLibros, 2010). 

2   Barrington Moore, Social Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy. Lord and Peasant in 
the Making of the Modern World (Boston: Beacon Press, 1966); Gregory Luebbert, 
Liberalismo, fascismo o socialdemocracia. Clases sociales y orígenes políticos de los 
regímenes de la Europa de entreguerras [Liberalism, Fascism or Social Democracy. 
Social Classes and the Polítical Origins of Interwar Europe Regimes] (Zaragoza: Prensas 
Universitarias de Zaragoza, 1997). 
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concluded that concerns about politics and their actual implementation appear to 
be linked to economy and class analyses, with the particularity that the Latin 
American states preexisted “nations” inasmuch as nations are defined as cultural 
units that refer to a state and a market system.3 

Oszlak and O’Donnell take on these debates by suggesting a difference 
between a chronic question in state agendas and a “permanent stress” in the social 
organization system.4 Thus, they make a distinction between problems that states 
fail to solve whether because they do not address them or do it improperly, or 
because they fail to control their implementation, or because they lack resources, 
and other problems that will permanently be present as they are inherent to a 
structural dimension of the capitalist social organization. This would be 
particularly true for Latin American dependent late industrialized capitalism. 

This research seeks to overcome isolating, mystifying or fragmentary 
conceptions of the state, and to contextually analyze it in capitalist social 
relations. As a first contribution, while dwelling on the topic of labor, this 
article discusses three issues: the space of the public, politics, and subjects in 
the context of capitalist social relations; the approach to political opportunities; 
and the links between capital, labor, and State as a basis for restructuring 
political opportunities. These discussions allowed us to identify four 
contradictions around the role of the state, when analyzing the specific case of 
the automotive industry in Argentina in the period 2000-2015. The automotive 
industry has been the starting point to the industrialization processes in this 
country, and the city of Córdoba its main original location. Most of the changes, 
policies and regulations regarding labor, trade unions and economic 
development have been first designed for and implemented in this industry. 

In what follows, the article briefly overviews theoretical debates about 
the state, “the public,” and “the political,” which de-legitimize political subjects 

 
3  Oscar Oszlak and Guillermo O’Donnell, “Estado y Políticas Estatales en América Latina: 

Hacia una estrategia de investigación,” [State and Statal Policies in Latin America: Towards 
a Research Strategy] Documento G.E. CLACSO no. 4 (Buenos Aires: CEDES, 1981); José 
Orovitz Sanmartino, “Contrapuntos en torno al Estado y la sociedad en América Latina. 
Aproximación a la indagación teórica de José Aricó y Álvaro García Linera,” 
[Counterpoints Around State and Society in Latin America. An Approach to José Aricó and 
Álvaro García Linera’s Theoretical Inquiries] Revista e-l@tina 11, no. 43 (April-June 2013): 
1-17, http://publicaciones.sociales.uba.ar/index.php/elatina/article/view/2702/pdf_1; Oscar 
Oszlak, La Formación del Estado Argentino. Origen, Progreso y Desarrollo Nacional 
[The Formation of the Argentine State. Origin, Progress and National Development] 
(Buenos Aires: Planeta, 1997); Hernán Ouviña, “El Estado: su abordaje desde una 
perspectiva teórica e histórica,” [The State: Its Approach from a Theoretical and 
Historical Perspective] in Introducción al Conocimiento de la Sociedad y el Estado 
[Introduction to the Knowledge of Society and the State], ed. Sara Lifszyc (Buenos Aires: 
Gran Aldea, 2006), 1-36. 

4  Oszlak and O’Donnell, “Estado y Políticas Estatales.” 
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whether in the public space or in spaces traditionally considered private and 
apolitical. In this sense, when referring to the politics of the state, the analysis 
will use the terms “state political opportunities” and “state policies.”5 

In the second place, there is the notion of the “structure of political 
opportunities” (SPO) developed by the Social Movements School to account for 
how the actions of a state can be a tool to fulfill the movements’ demands, and 
the cases in which statal action can limit such demands. In this sense, the state 
plays a role in enabling or conditioning conflicts but looking only at the effects 
of statal action on the mobilized groups would obscure the state’s support for 
their antagonists. In fact, in labor disputes, there is always a clear antagonist, 
and in some cases more than one. In these cases, capital can be allied to and 
supported by a permissive state which fails to fulfill its legal duties; even unions 
themselves can antagonize workers for a number of reasons, including disputes 
around their organizational survival, union leaders’ dubious attitudes, support 
for the ruling political party, or the seeking of economic resources.  

In this regard, this article’s second contribution is to de-center relations 
between the state and labor movements, and to incorporate capital into the 
dynamics as a third party. Restricting the SPO to mobilized workers alone only 
shows opportunities and restrictions that the state has for one sector, resigning 
explanatory power, since a neutral state is assumed, unable to agree with other 
social forces or deal in different struggles. Informal links between subjects, are 
also incorporated since accounting for exclusively formal criteria such as the 
law, and established procedures would omit the ley a ras del suelo or “the law at 
ground level” that in certain contexts tends to coexist and even prevail.6 

Another aspect that is incorporated into the SPO is an analysis of not only 
the results, but also of the processes involved. That is, the “structuring-
restructuring” analysis allows to observe the processes of decision-making that 
dialectically crystallize into opportunities provided by the state to struggling 
subjects. At the same time, this study will help explain how the exercise of state 
and non-state politics in the public space by non-state subjects or social forces 
contributes to the state-oriented upwards (re)structuring of opportunities.  

Thus, the formerly recognized SPO could be renamed (re)structuring of 
State Political Opportunities towards-and-from Capital and Labor (RSSPO). 
This would more clearly shown, for example, by focusing on the following 
dimensions: how state economic resources are distributed between capital and 
labor, whether the judiciary grants the right of defense for either party equally 
and at the same speed, whether the particular makeup of the legislative 

 
5   Given the fact that English offers the distinction “politics-policy” (which Spanish does not 

clearly differentiate), we will resort to the latter only in the aforementioned cases, i.e., in 
reference to politics within a statal frame. 

6  Juan Agustín García (Jr.), La Ciudad Indiana [The Indian City] (Buenos Aires: Estrada, 
1900), p. 35.  
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facilitates or challenges the executive decisions, and which stakeholders are 
beneficiaries of such decisions. Even within capital, an RSSPO analysis would 
identify whether different economic activities and certain lineages of capital are 
granted differential or unfair restructuring opportunities by the state. The 
distribution of statal actions could likewise be analyzed, for instance, by 
identifying whether forms of administrative control or repressive measures 
prevail for different social classes. Furthermore, as the proposed scheme 
contemplates periods, it is possible to observe the origin and beneficiaries of 
restructuring opportunities. 

In the third place, in what concerns the links between capital, labor, and 
the State, the research is based on empirical data so as to build an analytical 
model that identifies RSSPO in specific cases. This model focuses on the 
institutional formality and correlations of forces that informally affect society 
(downward structuring, or structuring from the state to civil society), and the 
political effects of the labor conflict at statal level (upward structuring or 
structuring from civil society towards the state). 

Hereinafter, the analysis will focus on the three levels of the statal 
political organization – local, provincial and national – plus a fourth (regional) 
level, to account for both supra- and inter-statal force relations. Moreover, the 
research is sectorial as the case study analyzed is that of the automotive sector 
in Argentina between 2000 and 2015 so as to offer a clear image of the state’s 
role in capitalist social relations. Furthermore, it offers a good yardstick to study 
how the logic of action varies over different sectors in a capitalist economy. 
 
 

Conceptual Framework: The State, “the Public,”  
and “the Political” in Capitalist Social Relations 

 
This section challenges the hegemonic conceptions that assume statal 

action as separated from capitalist social relations. On the contrary, the argument 
suggested is that statal action is the materialization of current and historical social 
relations inside an institutional apparatus. We highlight the fundamental strategic 
function of the State in the accumulation regime, and we assume that the State is 
one of the spaces for the public and the political, among others. 

The particularity of the state lies in the fact that it monopolizes the means 
of coercion, and it defines the scope and limits of what is public and what is 
political. Furthermore, it unremittingly continues to exist as a contradiction and 
as a necessary yet unattainable unifying entity.7 The ways in which the state 

 
7  Bob Jessop, quoted by Alberto Bonnet, “El concepto de Estado capitalista en el pensamiento 

de Poulantzas,” [The Concept of Capitalist State in Poulantzas’ Thought]  Herramienta web 
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deals with such contradictions, though, depend on the historical construction of 
the disputing social forces.8 As a general trend, over capitalism’s emergence 
and consolidation, the state progressively expropriates violence from private 
parties, monopolizes it, and shapes its exercise through laws and procedures. In 
this sense, it is worth reflecting on the problem of the monopoly of violence in 
Latin America.  

States in Latin America had to create a market and a nation.9 Capitalist 
expansion from Europe towards these territories forced a relatively modern 
constitution of nation-states, and it built societies based on the non-exterminated 
aboriginal communities and migratory waves mainly from the colonizing 
countries. It is what René Zavaleta called a variegated “apparent State,” whose 
authority schemes are disputed by other pre-existing, mostly community-led, 
modes of production.10 Patrimonial and power structures from colonial times 
coexist with capitalist production, though still exerting some political and social 
power, to the point of challenging the statal legal order, which proclaims equal 
rights, but is “inhabited” by dominant groups.11 

The Argentine case has been formed as a mixture of development models 
partially borrowed from the state, including a patrimonial system in the early 20th 

century agro-export model, a modernizing model fashioned after Western Europe 
and the United States; a developmental model based on the injection of industrial 
foreign capital, and a basic agro-industrial development model mainly funded by 
profusely accumulating local land-owning capital. Nowadays, in all Latin American 
countries, even under the more progressive governments, plans to overcome 
socioeconomic crises end up deepening extractivism, aggravating their external 
restrictions due to transnational capital interests and increasing indebtedness. 

Returning to our central argument, with the generalization of democratic 
legally established regimes, states have allowed non-violent expression of 
public, general, sectorial, and collective demands from different social forces. 

 
 

no. 18 (March 2016), accessed March 25, 2021, https://herramienta.com.ar/ 
articulo.php?id=2516. 

8  Bob Jessop, “El Estado y el poder,” [State and Power] Utopía y praxis latinoamericana 
[Latin American Utopia and Praxis] 19, no. 66 (2014): 19-35; Neil Brenner, New State 
Spaces, Urban Governance and the Rescaling of Statehood (New York and Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2004); Michael Hardt and Tony Negri, Imperio [Empire] 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2000).  

9    Oscar Oszlak, La Formación del Estado Argentino [The Formation of the Argentine State] 
(Buenos Aires: Editorial Planeta, 1997); Hernán Ouviña, “El Estado.” 

10  René Zavaleta, Lo nacional-popular en Bolivia [The National-Popular in Bolivia] 
(México: Siglo XXI, 1986). 

11  Luis Tapia, “El Estado en condiciones de abigarramiento,” [The State in Conditions of 
Variegation] in El Estado como campo de lucha [The State as a Field of Struggle], eds. 
Álvaro García Linera, Raúl Prada, Luis Tapia and Óscar Vega Camacho (La Paz: 
CLACSO / La Colmena, 2010), 95-125. 
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However, effective participation of mobilized groups does not usually go 
beyond protest or the filing of petitions or claims. In this way, the state keeps 
the monopoly of the public and the attributions to officially recognize those 
empowered to do politics. 

The public is conceived, on the one hand, as the opposite of the private; on 
the other, as a state affair. In the first case, the collective claims of the subjects in 
conflict are delegitimized, since individual rights are not only assumed to be the 
rule, but also expected to be enforced both at home and at work, based on the 
purported equality under the law.12 As for the second case, that of the public being 
a state affair, action is only legitimate when institutionally driven, bureaucratized, 
homogenized; whenever activism threatens to overflow such constraints, the state 
steps in by criminalizing protest. 

In what regards “the political,” a restricted but dominant conception of it, far 
from assuming that it is embedded in social relations, identifies it with statal action or 
competition for government access through elections in representative democracies. 
Thus, in the configuration of social organization strategies, the particular combination 
of the state form, political regime, and government, displaces and reduces politics to a 
specific area, where its exercise would be legitimized: 

 
“The formal structure of democracy, the most typical capitalist organization modality, 
emphasizes the role of politics in the public space to deny it in the space of production; it 
addresses men and women as citizens and not as a class, preventing any recognition of the 
constitutive conflict of the mode of production. […] In this sense, democracy is the 
specific political regime of capitalism that, through elections, separation of state powers, 
judicial control, the subordination of the armed forces, among other minimal formal 
features, is the one that best expresses this – actually impossible – separation between the 
political and the economic required by capitalism.”13 

 
Thus, by reducing politics to its formal expression, i.e., as a political 

regime, legitimacy is given “from above” to the fact that the politicity of labor, 
home, and the public are transferred and reduced to the state form. Likewise, 

 
12  The academic reflection has also contributed to this construction. The pluralistic 

approach, for example, assumes that the subject of the political system is the individual, 
and equality is supposed to mean individual freedom vis-à-vis others and freedom of 
association for specific purposes. This approach has received much criticism; however, 
and despite the differences between American society, for which these categories were 
conceived, and Latin American ones, their assumptions have permeated into the social 
imaginary and the politicians’ discourses in Latin America. Robert Alford and Roger 
Friedland, Los poderes de la teoría. Capitalismo, Estado y Democracia [The Powers of 
Theory. Capitalism, the State and Democracy] (Buenos Aires: Manantial, 1991). 

13  Susana Roitman, “Producción de subjetividades políticas en los trabajadores de 
Fabricaciones Militares de Villa María y Río Tercero,” [Production of Political 
Subjectivities in the Military Manufacturing Workers of Villa María and Río Tercero] 
(Sociology Ph.D. diss., Faculty of Social Sciences, National University of Cuyo, 2016): 33. 
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specifically in the field of labor relations, reducing politics to the mere exercise 
of state power leads to the individualization and re-signification of workers as 
consumers and citizens, and it translates labor policies into an expression of 
bargaining between unions, companies, and the state. Consequently, the 
separation between economics and politics is only apparent, and protest spaces 
not channeled through state institutions appear as de-legitimized “from above” 
and “from within” state-oriented politics. This compound thus defines what type 
of representation of a worker is valid or not, and therefore which unions have a 
voice, and what electing procedures for their leaders have a legal status, as well. 

This logic is functional to the accumulation regime. This is observed, for 
instance, with the crises of the welfare states also called social, populist, or 
providence states in the last third of the 20th century. Neoliberal states solved it 
by relinquishing part of “the public” to the market, mostly through privatization 
and market de-regulation.14 In this context, the rise of work-related conflicts is a 
way to recover and reposition politics. This implies a struggle against both state 
and capital, which tries to conceal the link between politics and economy. Both 
the state and capital pay special attention to conflicts in the workplace, to 
prevent their escalating to the public space, as they may affect “social peace” 
negatively, thereby preventing the necessary increase in productivity rates. 
Conversely, social conflict entails a dispute against markets in states and 
societies with advanced neoliberalizing processes,15 which, confronting the idea 
of “the homogeneity of the public” - universal social policies, for example - 
replaces it with consumption and transforms desire into differentiated products 
or services. This leads workers to struggle not only in the sphere of production, 
but also in that of the circulation, where domination is less visible and collective 
subjectivation, especially around labor, is more difficult. 

Thus, the state expresses four contradictions. First, the contradiction 
between force and legitimacy, by using violence to maintain a social, 
institutional, and normative order which is functional to the accumulation 
regime but is nevertheless a threat to its self-legitimacy and its internal social 
forces. Second, social depoliticization-repoliticization of the private: family and 
workplace’s violence is confined to the private sphere, which is usually 
channeled judicially, but never solved as a social problem. Societies thus ill-
treated can become dangerous to the capital and the state, especially whenever 

 
14  Wolfgang Streeck, “Citizens as Customers. Considerations on the New Consumer Policy,” 

New Left Review no. 76 (September-October 2012): 23-41, https://newleftreview.es/issues/ 
76/articles/wolfgang-streeck-los-ciudadanos-como-clientes.pdf. 

15  Neil Brenner, Jamie Peck and Nik Theodore, “¿Y después de la neoliberalización? 
Estrategias metodológicas para la investigación de las transformaciones regulatorias 
contemporáneas,” [After Neoliberalization? Methodological Strategies for the 
Investigation of Contemporary Regulatory Transformations] Urban no. 1 (2011): 21-40, 
http://polired.upm.es/index.php/urban/article/view/409. 
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manipulation is revealed and might be collectively confronted. Third, the 
contradiction between social politicization and governance: democratic 
governments must recognize and enable most of the expressions of social or 
sector discontent, while at the same time they need to control their exercise, 
restrain their scope, regulate them, convince groups that institutional spaces are 
the means of conflict resolution, and encourage them to restrain to the “enabled 
way” of doing politics.16 Finally, the fourth contradiction is domination in 
workplaces versus domination outside the workspace, meaning the transfer to 
the state of those capital-labor political conflicts, which are inherent to value 
production and circulation. The manners in which the state deals with these 
contradictions depend on global economic dynamics, on the State’s 
combination of organizational strategies, and the solidity of statal institutions. 
They also depend on how thoroughly unequally empowered and territorially 
differentiated social forces act “inside” and “outside” of the state apparatus.  

Thus, we suggest analyzing the structuring of statal policies as a result of 
force correlations within and outside the state; and the way in which statal 
institutions enter into labor and social conflicts so as to understand the 
centering/decentering of the political, or the nature of the fights for domination 
in specific cases. So far, the article has offered ways to analyze the statal 

 
16   One brief reference to the purported diversity of politics in the public space, where part of 

the social conflict remains in an ambiguous situation, in constant dispute for its 
denomination and legitimacy. Organized groups are alternatively called “new” social 
(Alberto Melucci, “Qué hay de Nuevo en los ‘Nuevos Movimientos Sociales’?” [What’s 
New in the ‘New Social Movements’?], in Los Nuevos Movimientos Sociales: de la 
Ideología a la Identidad [New Social Movements: From Ideology to Identity], eds. Joseph 
Gusfield and Enrique Laraña Rodríguez-Cabello (Madrid: Centro de Investigaciones 
Sociológicas, 1994), societal (Luis Tapia, “Movimientos sociales, movimientos societales 
y los no lugares de la política” [Social Movements, Societal Movements and Politics’ No-
places], in Política Salvaje (La Paz: CLACSO, 2008), or socio-cultural (Fernando 
Calderón, Movimientos socioculturales en América Latina. Ambientalismo, feminismo, 
pueblos originarios y poder empresarial [Sociocultural Movements in Latin America. 
Environmentalism, Feminism, Aboriginal Communities and Companies Power] (Buenos 
Aires: Siglo XXI, 2009) movements, where these “new” subjects are defined as citizens 
or consumers or are conceived as being united by particular filiation (peasants, 
environmentalists, indigenous people, feminists). However, labor is not expressed as the 
fundamental conflicting axis. We agree with David Harvey’s proposals which structurally 
link social subjects with the continuity and deepening of the so-called capital’s “original 
accumulation,” which is further developed through labor exploitation (expanded 
reproduction) and “through dispossession.” Consequently, although labor and the 
particular political subject do not “appear” directly related to these conflicts, and 
mobilized subjects do not collectively identify themselves as workers in these disputes, 
the capital’s action is operating in the background of those conflicting relations. Melucci, 
“Qué hay de Nuevo;” Tapia, “Movimientos sociales;” Calderón, Movimientos 
socioculturales en América Latina; David Harvey, The New Imperialism (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2003). 
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intervention in labor conflicts.17 At this point, we want to put forward a useful 
framework for a relational and sector analysis, which fully accounts for the role 
of statal policies or public policies across, beyond or through the state.  
 
 

From the Structure of Political Opportunities  
to the Structuring of State Political Opportunities 

 
The concept of the “structure of political opportunities” from the Social 

Movements School (SMS) is relevant to account for statal action, as an ever-
present conflict mediation instance. It refers to the institutional structure and 
informal power relations of a given political system.18 It was first used by 
Charles Tilly to link the emergence of national social movements with the 
consolidation of nation-states.19 It led to comparative analyses among states to 
investigate collective action. The author thought of building a theoretical model 
of political organization with certain structural facilitating or limiting conditions 
for mobilization. Doug McAdam turned it into a model of political processes 
(political and organizational processes, and changes in awareness).20 Sidney 
Tarrow differentiates between political opportunities and political constraints, 
irrespective of nations, forms, or duration, including the capabilities of 
government authorities in his analysis.21 However, these elements (opportunities 
and constraints) are seen as external to the mobilized groups. Opportunities 
reduce the costs of collective action, reveal potential allies, show elites’ and 
authorities’ vulnerable aspects, and guide social networks and collective 
identities to act around common topics.22 

Three terms are essential for this approach: “politics”, “opportunities,” 
and “structure.” In the first place, we prefer to speak of “state political 
opportunities,” because the politicity of opportunities, in the way that SMS 
conceives it, refers directly to the state; an opportunity is political because the 
state enables it. This terminological delimitation does not affect the object to be 

 
17  For conflict definitions and levels, see Paul K. Edwards and Hugh Scullion, The Social 

Organisation of Industrial Conflict: Control and Resistance in the Workplace (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1982). In this article, labor mobilizations are categorized as open conflicts. 

18  Doug McAdam, John McCarthy and Mayer Zald, Movimientos sociales, perspectivas 
comparadas: oportunidades políticas, estructuras de movilización y marcos 
interpretativos culturales [Social Movements, Comparative Perspectives: Political 
Opportunities, Mobilization Structures and Cultural Interpretive Frameworks] (Madrid: 
ISTMO, 1999). 

19  Charles Tilly, From Mobilization to Revolution (Reading: Addison-Wesley, 1978). 
20  Doug McAdam, Political Process and the Development of Black Insurgency, 1930-1970 

(Chicago: Chicago Press University, 1982). 
21  Sidney Tarrow, Power in Movement (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003). 
22  Sidney Tarrow, Power in Movement. 
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analyzed, which is the opportunity that the State gives to social movements to 
fulfill their demands. However, it implies the denial or underestimation of 
politics “outside,” “beyond” or “through” the state. From what is pointed in the 
previous section, it is clear that we need to add the adjective “state” (or “statal”) 
to make it visible that there is politics “outside/beyond/through” the state. In 
turn, adding the term “state” still allows us to identify those “opportunities” that 
the State or the governments at the time assume as their own, institutionalize 
and implement. 

Second, the identification of statal policies as political “opportunities” 
that allow mobilized actors to fulfill their demands is an important conceptual 
contribution of the SMS. However, in their analysis, failure to fulfill such 
demands is explained by scarcity of opportunities, excessive constraints, or 
deficient appropriation of existing political opportunities. From our perspective, 
while considering the sub-national case study results from Argentina, the failure 
to fulfill demands by the mobilized groups may not be fully explained by this 
analytical framework. We subscribe to the fact that the fulfillment of demands 
can occasionally be beyond what mobilized subjects can do with the 
opportunities given by state policies. However, it is the structural or episodic 
relationship between the state and the antagonists within these groups, i.e., with 
social forces operating against the interests for these demands to be fulfilled. 
Nevertheless, even though the capital-labor relationship is antagonistic in itself, 
the State political opportunities structuring for capital may or may not be, in 
specific situations, a constraint on work, and vice versa.23 Actors and 
antagonists are here the subjects intervening in the capital-labor relationship, to 
which we will devote in the next section. In this scheme, mobilized subjects 
(workers) are also faced with opportunities structured for their antagonists, 
which affect the mobilizations’ results before, during, and after them, which 
takes us to the third item. 

Third, such a temporal consideration - before, during, and after conflict – 
allows us to dialectically incorporate the decision-making processes that result 
in opportunities offered from the state to confronting subjects. At the same time, 
it allows us to understand how doing state and non-state politics in the public 
space24 by non-state subjects or social forces contributes to the upward 
(re)structuring of opportunities, i.e., opportunity creation going towards the 
state. In other words, this approach considers not as much the structure as it 
does the structuring. In this way, State political opportunities structured and 

 
23  We refer to bargaining and agreement instances, generally with State participation and 

approval, which Edwards and Scullion (The Social Organisation) called institutionalized 
conflicts. 

24  The “state-non-state” separation, as well as the “inside-outside” opposition, refer to the 
statal dimension as an apparatus or institution. 
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modified through actions at different levels of government are the crystallized 
results of conflicting social forces inside and outside the state apparatus at a 
given moment. 

The state being considered a mediation instance that ultimately sustains 
capital accumulation, inhabited though by social forces who struggle without a 
pre-established outcome, the political in this (re)structuring process lies in 
precisely in such struggles, the purpose of which is to establish, implement, 
modify or overcome regulations, policies, treaties, dependencies, hierarchies, 
apparatuses, etc. 
 
 

RSSPO towards-and-from Capital and Labor,  
and the Centrality of the Labor Conflict 

 
We have previously asserted that the results of disputes between social 

forces, going from and towards the statal apparatus, have historically resulted in 
regulations, institutions, and newer forms of individual and collective 
relationships, which, in turn, affect the possibilities for further correlations. 
Consequently, the RSSPO analysis will help observe how state institutions 
intervene in the development of labor mobilizations and the fulfillment of 
capitalists’ objectives, either enabling or disabling actors and antagonists in 
different ways. 

Assuming antagonism as the basis of labor mobilization, we consider the 
structuring of political opportunities for social mobilization as SMS does, but 
we also include those opportunities that are (re)structured towards the capital. 
Questions arise as to for what purposes and for whom these political 
opportunities or constraints have been enabled. 

Both opportunities and constraints, going towards capital or labor, are 
enabled or disabled by the State in a concrete manner, and addressed to subjects 
embodying capital and labor or some of their factions, through mechanisms and 
for the reasons already explained. Conversely, in capital-labor relations, 
considered as a dispute between social forces where the State intervenes as a 
public power, “the political” is the fight for what opportunities are (re)structured 
within State policies. Here, both capitalists and workers endeavor by different 
means to modify opportunity access and composition. 

Within the capital-labor relationship, conflict confronts workers with 
concrete antagonists: employers and their associations. From the labor side, the 
workers’ tools are union bargaining (institutionalized conflict) and workplace 
and public space mobilization (open conflict). However, the political can exceed 
the struggle for policy institutionalization, and even bypass it, or become an 
instrument for a structural non-mediated dispute with the antagonist. 
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In this framework, labor conflict with mobilization produces a series of 
combined effects at the politization level of a social formation.25 In the process, 
not only political responses, but also the scope of legitimate questions is 
transformed.26 These effects are not immediately apparent or spontaneously 
recognized, and they may not even coincide with those intended by the 
mobilized subjects. However, these effects restructure State political 
opportunities on the side of workers’ mobilization. 

For the stakeholders of capital, the political must be discursively denied 
and taken to the private (i.e., leadership-to-leadership negotiation) to sustain the 
depoliticization of workspace and work processes. For capital, the place to 
negotiate RSSO is not the street, but the bargaining table behind closed doors. 
The formal limit for negotiations is the law, although legality in private acts, far 
from being assumed, should be controlled, not only because of faulty State 
institutional mechanisms, but also because the “political will” to enforce the law 
is usually absent or rapidly lost while negotiating. For this reason, processes in 
which capitals intervene to influence the RSSO tend to be informal, corporate, 
non-public (negotiations with the state or its agents, and/or with the formal 
representatives of workers, the unions). However, if social struggles or worker 
mobilization manage to institutionalize certain negotiations (collective 
bargaining agreements, joint agreements, or binding settlements), agreements 
between the state and capitalists usually become public through media 
statements. 

Open labor conflict or mobilization is then the mechanism that, on the 
labor side, forces capital to make its actions visible. For this reason, conflicts 
that exceed the workplace and the scope of state negotiation are the “riskiest” 
for capital. Because public negotiation exposes capital to the “consumer” 
society, the one that realizes the surplus-value in the merchandise circulation 
sphere, and it reveals the inherently political nature of labor relations. In turn, 
the public space is also a potential meeting place for workers or consumers with 
other groups and demands. 

Likewise, it should be remembered that both actors and antagonists are 
social forces that may have space “within” the state or privileged access to the 
rulers, to (re)structure the opportunities derived from state policies. In an 
institutionally mediated way, social forces in dispute act from the state to capital 

 
25  Marina V. Falvo, “Cuando lo que se cuida no es el trabajo. Aportes para el análisis de las 

movilizaciones laborales en conflictos abiertos,” [When What is Cared for is not Work. 
Contributions for the Analysis of Labor Mobilizations in Open Conflicts] paper accepted 
for publication in Estado y Sociedad no. 37 (2021). 

26  Michel Vakaloulis, “Action collective et projet de transformation sociale,” [Collective 
Action and Social Transformation Project], Michel Vakaloulis Website, Theory, Politics, 
Collective Action (May 2011), accessed October 20, 2019, http://vakaloulis. 
wordpress.com/2011/05/16/1607/. 
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and labor, and from the civil society towards the state, inasmuch as they 
embody respectively capital and labor. 

In conclusion, labor conflicts, both open and institutionalized, are the 
empirical object that allows us to incorporate, at the same time, capitalists’ and 
workers’ attempts to restructure the state-derived political opportunities in a 
favorable way to their interests. Therefore, the structuring of State political 
opportunities will be defined not solely for mobilization but also for labor 
relations in their broadest sense, i.e., antagonism. 

 
 

The Operationalization of the Structuring of the State Political 
Opportunities Towards-and-from Capital and Labor 

 
The (re)structuring of political opportunities towards-and-from capital 

and labor can be defined as the institutional formality and the factual forces’ 
correlations and their changes “within” a specific statal apparatus, at the 
regional, national, provincial and local level. This article is particularly 
interested in the differentiated role that these levels of government play for both 
employers and workers in each economic branch or sector. In other words, the 
(re)structuring of political opportunities that the State has opened for capital and 
labor affects mobilization possibilities and actual expressions, as well as the 
attempts to limit them. 

The tool introduced here is derived from the definition of RSSPO. It 
allows both a synchronic and diachronic analysis. The structuring of state 
policies is synthetically and synchronically observed for a certain time span, and 
includes regulations (laws and policies), institutionalized agreements 
mechanisms (agreement instances and control and conflict resolution 
instruments), as well as the spectrum of social forces and subjects formally and 
informally enabled to participate, from the productive sector and from different 
levels of government in a given period. It is a snapshot of the whole picture and 
its concrete contents. 

Diachronically, the (re)structuring of opportunities can be studied by 
analyzing the political effects of social forces struggle towards and within the 
State, and historically comparing synchronic analyses. In other words, a 
diachronic analysis studies how labor conflict affected the structuring of 
political opportunities over time. 

Further on in operationalization, this section first develops three 
particular approaches to the RSSPO definition as yet unexplained - by sector, by 
level of government, by institutional formality, and by correlation of social 
forces. Next, the combination of dimensions and sub-dimensions will be 
schematically shown. Finally, those dimensions and sub-dimensions will be 
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named and explained in detail, through examples from the automotive sector in 
Argentina in the period 2000-2015, to clearly show how the model actually works. 

RSSPO is first approached on a sector basis because capital is not 
conceived as a monolithic entity, but rather as a set of factions with differing 
accumulation interests depending on their territorial location and their activity 
productive logics. It should be borne in mind that retrieving actual data involves 
bringing together diverse statistic sources and approaches available. Official 
statistics and census agencies (for Argentina, INDEC at the national level, and 
DGEC for the Córdoba province and city) organize their information into two 
large groups: producers of goods, and service providers, with their respective 
subsectors or activity branches. These are also the ways in which states organize 
information sources when defining economic policies. Economic research, on 
its side, studies production chains. Each production chain includes all inputs, 
production processes, distribution, marketing, and waste. This is different to 
performing analyses per sector (large economic unities: manufacturing, mining, 
construction, etc.) or per value chain (the value that is added in each link). 
However, the study of production chains also includes an analysis of sectors and 
value-adding chains.  

How to choose an approach that takes into account particular modes of 
organization of capital around national territories, different worker representation 
spaces, and State-related political opportunities, all at the same time? 

In strictly economic terms, the delimitation selected for our analysis is 
“activity branch,” which corresponds to central activities in a given good or service 
production chain. These activities have an organizing role in the production and are 
the ones that generate its greatest transformation; besides, they generate the greatest 
value in a chain. In the different classification schemes, such activities are 
accountable for the first two digits to the activity code. Based on this information, 
we can access economic data from various sources. However, we are also interested 
in defining, in this interplay of social forces, both the associations that gather capital 
within an activity or branch, as well as the organizations which represent workers. 
The latter, according to legal configurations of each country, can be organized by 
branch, company, trade, or workers’ hierarchy (white-collar and blue-collar). For 
this reason, we use the umbrella term “sector” to encompass the particular 
combination of these elements. 

The example under analysis here is one of the most complex cases, the 
Automotive or Metalworking Sector, which corresponds to branch 34 (ISIC and 
CLANAE-97) and 29 (NCM),27 called “Manufacture of motor vehicles, trailers, 

 
27  The economic activity classification system used worldwide is the International Standard 

Industrial Classification (CIIU by its acronyms in Spanish). Mercosur Common 
Nomenclature (NCM) has a grouping similar to CIIU although different coding; at the 
national level, the coding is called National Economic Activities Clasification (CLANAE). 
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and semi-trailers,” which also includes the activities of manufacturing and 
rectification of engines, manufacture of vehicle bodyworks, parts, and 
accessories. The corporate capital dealing in this branch is grouped in various 
associations, or chambers: ADEFA, AFAC, ADIMRA, CIMMC,28 and 
occasionally collude to lobby for political opportunities with different trade 
chambers and associations of car dealers. Workers may be unionized under 
SMATA29 (traditionally including workers involved in the production of cars, 
trailers, and semi-trailers) or under UOM30 (workers involved in the production 
of vehicle parts, bodyworks, and motors, and any metal production in general). 
Currently, there are no clear affiliation criteria based on the productive activity; 
however, globally, except for Argentina, all workers in this branch are typically 
represented by one single union. At state level, political opportunities for this 
sector are usually dealt by auto-part manufacturers and automotive companies. 
It should be noted that the origin of automotive capital played a primary role in 
the country's industrialization processes during the 1950s: all automotive 
producers in Argentina are multinational companies, whereas many auto part 
manufacturers are locally originated capitals. In less complex cases, the sector 
delimitation can be identified in all its dimensions with the branch of activity, 
with one trade union, a business chamber, and integrated policies for them. 

The second approach of a state’s government level is relevant in RSSPO 
due to the possibility that different degrees of autonomy conferred to lower levels 
translate into different political opportunities compared to national State level, or 
that the structuring of opportunities at sub-national level is limited by the National 
State. In a federally structured state like the Argentinean one, it is not 
methodologically advisable to ignore these sub-levels. Formally autonomous and 
autarchic, provincial and city governments have a say in structuring state political 
opportunities. Besides, different nation states regional entities can act together to 
define a particular structuring of opportunities. For this reason, we have 
considered that state policies are (re)structured by the actions of different levels 
of government: regional, national, provincial, and local. 

The third approach is institutional formality along with factual 
correlations of social forces. Both terms could have been operationalized 
separately; however, each sub-dimension can be thought as considering what is 
actually regulated, instituted, express (institutional formality) and what happens 
in fact (correlations of forces) regardless of their varied combinations. At least 
many Latin American States have built their institutional organization out of 

 
28  ADEFA stands for Automobile Manufacturers Association. AFAC (Association of 

Argentine Component Factories). ADIMRA (Association of Metallurgical Industrialists 
of the Argentine Republic). CIMMC (Chamber of Metallurgical and Components 
Industrialists of Córdoba). 

29  Union of Mechanics and Related of Automotive Transport. 
30  Metallurgical Workers Union. 
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schemes forcefully imported by economically and politically dominant national 
and foreign sectors. Because of those artificial legal-constitutional 
configurations and bureaucratic procedures, what aroused was what Juan A. 
García named “the law at ground level”.31 According to this law, the political 
organization is based on a formally instituted unequal and exclusionary social 
structure, which coexists with a sometimes-opposing set of social relations. The 
separation between what is regulated and what actually happens impinges these 
societies today; therefore, it would be a great mistake to omit the power 
relations of social forces that can either give life or obliterate institutional 
structures. However, the terms “institutional formality” and “factual force 
correlations” may weigh in some dimensions more than others.  

Table 1 includes these dimensions and the combinations of letters and 
numbers presented in the next section correspond to it. The above 
considerations apply to its first two columns and below is an analysis of the 
columns “scope,” and “institutional formality and force correlations.” 

 
 

Institutional Formality and Social Force Correlations Within 
the State Apparatus 
 

In what concerns the category Labor Regulation, it includes all the 
legislation that delimits, guarantees, establishes, and mediates or arbitrates labor 
right questions and conflicts derived thereof, as well as the instances designated 
to apply the legislation. 

1. Constitutional rights: rights, duties, and guarantees established by the 
National Constitution, Provincial Constitution, and Organic Charter (or any 
municipal organic law), referring to work and labor relations, applicable to the 
capital-labor relationship in the sector to be analyzed. The Argentinean National 
Constitution, in its Article 14bis, establishes labor rights and the forms of 
representation for workers’ organizations, whereas the 1994 Constitutional 
Reform gives constitutional hierarchy to international treaties, including those 
that that recognize ILO Convention 87.32 A debate has opened up between two 

 
31  Juan Agustín García (Jr.), La Ciudad Indiana, 35. 
32  Constitución Nacional de la República Argentina. [National Constitution of Republic of 

Argentina] (1994) art. 14bis, accessed July 4, 2017, http://servicios.infoleg.gob. 
ar/infolegInternet/ anexos/0-4999/804/norma.htm; International Labor Organization, 
“Convenio sobre la libertad sindical y la protección del derecho de sindicación,” [Freedom of 
Association and Protection of the Right to Organise Convention] no. 87, 1948, San Francisco, 
accessed March 20, 2021, https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/es/f?p=NORMLEXPU 
B:12100:0::NO:: P12100_ILO_CODE:C087. 
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union models, that of promoted uniqueness and that of plurality, which must be 
resolved by the Judiciary Power (Figure coordinates B1). 

2. Higher Order Law: legislation that regulates the rights of workers 
according to their activity, sector or specialty area, and that stipulates the 
general terms of the regulations of lower levels or scope. Examples are the 
repeal of the ultra-activity of labor agreements in 2000 and their reinstatement 
in 2004, the continuity of labor precariousness due to the outsourcing of 
workers from temporary service companies, and the incorporation of Article 92 
into the Labor Law, that sets limits on salary reductions due to reductions in the 
working hours (B1).33 At the provincial level, protocols for the application of 
national labor legislation were regulated (C1).34 

3. Sector laws: laws intended for labor or workers in a certain sector. In 
what concerns sector-related policies, this category includes all public policies 
aimed at the sector or that in some way affect its dynamics. They may or may 
not be reflected in laws, decrees, and regulations. To avoid ambiguity in the 
allocation, a public policy expressed in the law will be recorded as a sector-
related policy and not as a legislative instance, prioritizing content over form, 
because we are interested in evaluating its effects on the sector. It has three 
dimensions: investment promotion, protection of domestic activity and job 
training and employment.  

4. In what concerns investment promotion, this includes actions to 
promote the creation or local expansion of companies.  
          4.1. Exemptions: preferential treatments that relieve certain 
persons/organizations from making the contributions that are applicable to the 
generality of the subjects (entities/institutions/individuals/organizations/etc.). 

 
33  Public Law no. 20.744, “Régimen de Contrato de Trabajo,” [Employment Contract Regime] 

May 13, 1976, accessed July 4, 2017, http://servicios.infoleg.gob.ar/infolegInternet/ 
anexos/25000-29999/25552/texact.htm; Public Law no. 25.250, “Reforma Laboral,” [Labor 
Reform] June 2, 2000, accessed July 4, 2017, http://servicios.infoleg.gob.ar/ 
infolegInternet/anexos/6000064999/63208/norma.htm; Public Law no. 25.877, “Régimen 
Laboral,” [Labor Regime], March 18, 2004, accessed July 4, 2017, 
http://servicios.infoleg.gob.ar/infolegInternet/verNorma.do?id=93595. For a comparative 
analysis of changes between laws: Ministry of Labor of Buenos Aires Province, “Ley de 
Ordenamiento Laboral (Ley 25.877). Informe” [Law of Labor Ordinance (Law 25.877). 
Report], 2004. 

34  Public Law no. 8015, “Procedimiento de inspecciones y conflictos laborales” [Inspection 
Procedure and Labor Disputes], January 17, 1991, accessed July 4, 2017, 
http://web2.cba.gov.ar/web/leyes.nsf/0/519AD054FF4C75D50325723400641DB3?OpenDocu
ment&Highlight=0,8015; Reglamentary Decree no. 2443/1991, accessed July 4, 2017, 
http://web2.cba.gov.ar/web/leyes.nsf/0/2CF53265B3F49ADC03257AF700521A76?Open
Document&Highlight=0,2443; Public Law no. 7565 “Conciliación y Arbitraje,” 
[Conciliation and Arbitration] July 27, 1987, accessed July 4, 2017, 
http://web2.cba.gov.ar/web/leyes.nsf/0/BB8CD087EA6BEA7203257A2100726DE9?Ope
nDocument&Highlight=0,7565. 
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Such contributions may not only be in money, but also include responsibilities, 
tasks, resources, etc. For instance, companies installed in industrial parks are 
exempt from most of provincial taxes (C4).35    

4.2. Subsidies: non-refundable money given to companies in the sector, 
and/or their workers or the unions that represent them. In addition, subsidies 
from any level of government (state and inter-state) to the industry in general or 
small and medium-size companies, that could be exploited by the sector. They 
may be one-time disbursements or regular installments, may be conditioned or 
not to certain commitments by the beneficiaries, and may be specific in their 
content, scope, and deadlines. Subsidies usually provide for administrative 
control of compliance and penalties for non-compliance. Actual examples 
include non-reimbursable contributions to local capital auto part manufacturers 
to improve competitiveness through training and advise, reimbursements to auto 
companies for the use of local components, and a millionaire loan at a 
subsidized rate to General Motors; in these cases, subsidies were funded with 
the national social security system funds, which were originally meant for the 
payment of retirements and pensions (B4).36 The Argentine Ministry of Labor 
provides for a crisis prevention procedure, whereby the State subsidizes part of 
the workers’ wages to companies in general (B4) and particularly to automotive 
manufacturers (C4), without control or accountability.37 

4.3. Government intermediation with other private or public entities: 
situations in which the Executive of any level of government agrees to 
collaborate with the company (or trade association) to obtain benefits from 
autonomous entities and or service providers, or from higher or lower levels of 
government. As an example, an agreement was signed between the governor 
and Volkswagen for the province electric power company to build an electrical 
transformer to specifically supply its demand. Other examples may be 
negotiations with the national government to obtain subsidies and credits (C4).38 

 
35  Public Law no. 10.674, “Parques Industriales,” [Industrial Parks] November 27, 2019, 

accessed March 25, 2021, http://web2.cba.gov.ar/web/leyes.nsf/0/309862C9 
B736FC5E032584CC00408C54?OpenDocument&Highlight=0,10674. 

36  Gustavo Baruj et al., Complejo Automotriz Argentino: situación tecnológica, restricciones y 
oportunidades. Informe No. 8 [Argentine Automotive Complex: Technological Situation, 
Restrictions and Opportunities. Report No. 8] (Buenos Aires: CIECTI, 2017), accessed 
December 5, 2017, https://www.academia.edu/35711641/Complejo_Automotriz_ 
Argentinosituaci%C3%B3n_tecnol%C3%B3gica_restricciones_y_oportunidades. 

37  Public National Law no. 24.013, art. 98-105, and Reglamentary Decrees 2072/1994, 
265/2002 and 328/1988; Resolution 481/2002; Ministry of Labor, Employment and Social 
Security (MTEySS), “Programa de Recuperación Productiva” [Productive Recovery 
Program]; Public Provincial Laws no. 9.499, 9.500, 9501, 9.502 and 9.540 (2008).  

38  Public Provincial Law no. 9842; Agreement Act with Volkswagen, accessed July17, 2017, 
http://web2.cba.gov.ar/web/leyes.nsf/frb?OpenForm&BS=S&ORI=L&NU=9842&AN=&
CP=S&PA=&CT=S&TI=&VI=S. 
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4.4. Public works: government commitments to carry out public works 
that improve the logistics, services, and infrastructure conditions of companies 
and other entities. The provincial government signed an agreement with 
automakers to build express roads for the transportation of their production and 
supply. As another example, the State builds industrial parks, where 
establishments are provided with facilities and exemptions (C4).39 

5. The Protection of domestic activity section encompasses all legislation 
or public policy that is addressed to local capital activities, or local production, 
especially in our study sector. “Local” actually refers to the scope of action of 
the decision-making body. In Mercosur, during the period 2000-2015, due to 
the economic characteristics of the countries involved, the staunch protection of 
automotive multinationals interests, and the results of negotiations, the treaties 
and protocols signed between nation-states for the automotive sector deepened 
the pre-existing inequalities between countries and did not generate any 
collective value to the institutional space.  

More specifically, the intra-zone trade increased with very favorable 
balances for the Brazilian national accounts and very unfavorable for Argentina; 
extra-zone trade did not significantly increase; and the imported component of 
production reached historical records (even when what is produced within 
Mercosur is considered local production). Moreover, Argentinean trade and 
payment balances are increasingly in deficit with Brazil, the auto part structure 
of local capital in Argentina was weakened due to the arrival of multinational 
auto part manufacturers (which were already suppliers of automotive industries 
in central countries), and the concentration of capital increased in the branch. 
We can conclude that regionalization is not a way of empowering nation-states 
and their economies even in highly industrialized enclaves, even more so when 
capitals involved have so much weight in the global economy and finances. 
Neither did the negotiations show a cooperative logic but they were rather a 
replica of the competitive logic of capital on another scale (A5).40 As another 

 
39  Public Provincial Laws no. 5.319 (1971), 9.121 (2003), and 10.674 (2019). 
40  Decree no. 939 (2004); Marta Novick et al., El rol de las políticas públicas en la relación 

entre tramas locales y cadenas globales: el caso de la industria automotriz en Argentina 
[The Role of Public Policies in the Relationship between Local Networks and Global 
Chains: The Case of the Automotive Industry in Argentina] (Buenos Aires, July 2008); 
Anda Gárriz and Demian Panigo, “El impacto de la Política Automotriz Común (PAC) 
sobre la industria autopartista de Argentina y Brasil,” [The impact of the Common 
Automotive Policy (CAP) on the Auto Parts Industry of Argentina and Brazil] Análisis 
no. 5 (April 2016); Daniel Pizarro, Instituciones en el marco del MERCOSUR y su 
incidencia en la producción automotriz. El caso del Polo Automotriz cordobés durante la 
crisis del Bloque (1997-2002) [Institutions within the MERCOSUR Framework and their 
Impact on Automotive Production. The case of the Cordovan Automotive Pole during the 
Bloque Crisis (1997-2002)] (Córdoba: CEA, 2014). 
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example, when automobile sales decline, the state creates credit lines at 
subsidized rates to sustain consumption (B5 and C5 in parallel).41 

6. The section Job training and employment includes instances where the 
state provides job training or training plans for future and new employees, and 
further training within the sector, both for producers themselves and their 
suppliers. It may or may not be based on prior agreements, may or may not be 
conditioned to specific actions, benefits or commitments by beneficiaries, may 
or may not be limited in their content, scope, and deadlines, and may or may not 
include provisions regarding the administrative compliance control, or penalties 
for non-compliance. In the 1980s and 1990s, agreements were signed with Fiat 
Italy whereby Cordoba teaching staff was trained in Italy and machinery was 
imported to train workers for the local automotive industry.42 At the turn of the 
century, automotive-employment training was suspended. Incidentally, 
provincial public administration employees were trained in post-Fordist 
techniques. Since 2004, training was resumed at a very basic level, and it has 
been decreasing until eventually the facilities collapsed, and the training 
machinery was fully worn out. The previous decline in training coincided with 
internship programs in companies with salaries subsidized by the State, where 
most of the young trainees were used for low-skilled jobs such as stock work 
and later were not incorporated into the staff (C6). 
 The third category of Agreement Instances corresponds to areas or 
instances where the State participates in negotiations and agreements with 
companies and/or their representative entities, and with workers whether 
individually, collectively, or through union representation. State participation 
validates agreements. Its dimensions include either all three parties (State, 
capital, and labor), or State plus either of the latter. 

7. Collective Bargaining Agreements (CBA) and other tripartite 
negotiations includes all formal agreements between the State, companies and 
unions, at various levels of government. As an example, the joint negotiations 
were only resumed in 2004, which allowed the formal worker sectors to 
maintain salary conditions close to or slightly lower than inflation (they were 
suspended again in 2016 and resumed in 2020). Collective agreements were 
bargained one by one, making salary, hiring, and working conditions even more 
precarious. This was called a “de facto labor reform,” because agreements were 
sponsored by corporations without knowledge or approval by union members, 

 
41  Baruj et al., Complejo Automotriz Argentino: situación tecnológica, restricciones y 

oportunidades [Argentine Automotive Complex: technological situation, restrictions and 
opportunities] (Buenos Aires: CIECTI, 2017); Provincial Decrees no. 685/2008 and 
1.770/2008. 

42  The Responsible of Special Projects Area, Government of Cordoba Province, interview 
by the author, March 27, 2017. 
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lack of social consensus preventing such agreements from being approved by 
legal reforms in Congress (B7). 

8. State-corporations Agreements refer to agreements or instances of 
negotiation or dispute resolution in which only the State and the 
company/companies, or trade associations or groups of companies, intervene. 
All four automotive companies in Cordoba city signed, and then failed to 
comply, investment and employment agreements with the governor, where the 
province made contributions in subsidies, public works, and credit. For 
example, companies not only failed to hire new staff, but also fired the oldest 
workers to replace them with younger people under new, more precarious CBA 
categories (C8).43 

9. State-union Agreements are bargaining agreements or instances of 
negotiation or conflict resolution in which only the state, and first- or second-
degree labor associations (for representation of minor organizations) intervene. 
The car workers union (SMATA) signed an agreement with the State in 2011 
whereby automotive companies were not required to prove themselves in crisis 
to obtain subsidies, suspend staff, or call for voluntary retirements, under the 
argument that “crisis was assumed from the international context” (B9).44 The 
union leaders’ party affiliations led to nation-wide agreements which restricted 
workers’ claims to those for better wages, and where the union became the 
unique bargaining channel. Intimidation practices by the union and the State, 
respectively inside and outside the workplace, were reported in the context of 
these agreements (B9).45  At the provincial level, the same strategy was 
contrived, but State violence only occurred in specific cases, and the attempt to 
legally restrict protests was unsuccessful (C9). However, as the provincial and 
national levels of government belonged to opposing political orientations, 
changing party alliances with union leaderships at both levels resulted in 
confrontations that enabled workers to go beyond provincial boundaries and 
achieve specific satisfaction to their claims (see the next sub-dimension). 

10. State-workers Agreements: Bargaining agreements or instances of 
negotiation or resolution of controversies in which only the state intervenes, and 
workers are not represented by any entity. Workers participate by themselves or 
through a delegation appointed by the rest of the workers, preferably voted in 
assembly. When automotive workers and auto-parts workers were fired, unions 
refused to support them with the argument of keeping “social peace.” Likewise, 
the provincial government advised fired workers to accept their dismissal, 
arguing that, if they did, they would be hired back as soon as vehicle demand 
increased again. Reluctant workers were defamed by the Ministry of Labor and 

 
43  Public Provincial Laws no. 9.499, 9.500, 9501, 9.502 and 9.540 (2008).  
44  National Labor Secretary Resolution no. 1722 (2014); File no. 1412/2014. 
45  Marina Falvo, Movilizaciones laborales del sindicalismo de base. 
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unions, and they were also incorporated into a blacklist to be distributed among 
factories (C10).46 Later, the National Ministry of Labor took to Court the case 
for discriminating dismissals and union persecution between 2013 and 2015; 
moreover, the National Institute Against Discrimination (INADI) made an 
investigation and produced a non-binding report supporting the case (B10).47 
 The fourth category is that of the Control and Conflict Resolution 
Instances that include tools to monitor the compliance with agreements or to 
prevent potential new conflicts, and conflict resolution or management 
mechanisms. It embraces administrative and court instances and procedures, 
and the use of physical violence by the repressive forces of the State. 

11. The administrative control of compliance with regulations and 
agreements refers to planned and/or implemented instances for the control and 
monitoring of compliance with agreements and regulations. It includes the 
possibility of fines or penalties. In some of the agreements, mechanisms are 
established to punish non-compliance. However, in the province of Córdoba, 
only one such fine was found to be applied on FIAT for not transferring the 
labor subsidy amount to workers, and it almost resulted in the dismissal of the 
executing provincial official (C11).48 In 2014, because of the large trade balance 
deficit due to imports of automotive inputs, the national government 
implemented a system whereby imports had to be compensated with exports: 
any imports of goods required companies to file affidavits which should be 
approved by the State. This significantly improved public accounts but resulted 
in harsh criticism to the government by all trade chambers, automotive 
companies, and the Argentine Industrialists Union (UIA). In addition to this, 
2015 being an election year, this measure eventually was taken back, driving an 
increasing deficit in national accounts (B11).49 

12. Conflicts taken to Court refers to the controversies not taken to, or not 
liable to be solved in administrative venues, that go to the justice system in a 
broad sense. They include denunciation, information requests, investigations, or 
public defense actions by entities in which the State has a role. Bitter attacks 
were observed on those who opposed the leading lines of some unions (mainly 
in SMATA and UOM, to a lesser extent), and there were resounding cases of 
dismissals for discrimination and union persecution. In many such cases, the 
ordinary justice ordered the workers’ reinstatement through the creation of a 

 
46  Marina Falvo, Movilizaciones laborales del sindicalismo de base. 
47  Report of National Ministry of Labor, May 16, 2013; INADI Report 553, October 12, 

2014. 
48  Former Official of the Ministry of Industry, Government of Cordoba Province, interview 

by the author, March 29, 2017. 
49  Marina Falvo, Movilizaciones laborales del sindicalismo de base. 
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new a legal figure: the “de facto delegate.”50 This delegate is a worker who, 
because of limitations and abandonment by unions, becomes the spokesperson 
of his coworkers, even without being voted in union elections. This figure 
provides privileges to the dismissed workers and enables their reinstatement to 
their positions. Other cases, though, are never settled, or workers are ruled 
against (B12 and C12). The National Supreme Court of Justice has ruled that 
statal workers may be legally represented in their bargaining by more than one 
union, which opens up the question of unique vs plural union representation 
also for the private sector.51 Both models have advantages and disadvantages 
that do not enable rapid positioning, least of all in a generalized way (B12). 

13. Legislative Instances refer to provisions, rules, laws, and decrees 
intended for, or affecting workers or companies in the sector.52 It also includes 
not addressed or passed bills. Relevant for this instance are the driving force of 
the initiative (statal powers, parties, citizens), the support obtained, and the 
obstacles to its implementation. The case of the province of Córdoba is 
paradigmatic: the 2001 provincial constitutional reform effectively put an end to 
the statal power division; in fact, the direct transposition of votes into congress 

 
50  See: Balaguer Catalina Teresa vs. PEPSICO Argentina SRL, Cámara Nacional de 

Apelaciones del Trabajo (National Chamber of Labour Appeals), Buenos Aires city, 
(March, 2004), http://www.saij.gob.ar/camara-nacional-apelaciones-trabajo-nacional-
ciudad-autonoma-buenos-aires-balaguer-catalina-teresa-pepsico-argentina-srl-juicio-
sumarisimo-fa04040359-2004-03-10/123456789-953-0404-0ots-eupmocsollaf; José Soto 
and Fabián Bravo  vs. El Resguardo S.A., Segunda Cámara del Trabajo (Second Chamber 
of Labour), Mendoza, (January, 2009), https://legales.iprofesional.com/notas/76960-Un-
tribunal-orden-la-reincorporacin-de-delegados-de-hecho. 

51  See: Case ATE (Association of State Workers) v. Ministry of Labors/Law of Union 
Associations, Supreme Court of Justice, (November, 2008), http://www.saij.gob.ar/corte-
suprema-justicia-nacion-federal-ciudad-autonoma-buenos-aires-asociacion-trabajadores-
estado-ministerio-trabajo-ley-asociaciones-sindicales-fa08000261-2008-11-
11/123456789-162-0008-0ots-eupmocsollaf; R. No. 1717. XLI. Rossi, Adriana María v. 
National State - Armada Argentina s/sumarísimo, Appeal of Fact, (December, 2009), 
http://www.saij.gob.ar/corte-suprema-justicia-nacion-federal-ciudadautonoma-buenos-
aires-rossi-adriana-maria-estado-nacional-armada-argentina-sumarisimofa09000115-
2009-12-09/123456789-511-0009-0ots-eupmocsollaf; A.59B. XLIII. Association of State 
Workers on unconstitutionality action, Resource of Fact, (June, 2013); 
http://www.saij.gob.ar/corte-suprema-justicia-nacion-federal-ciudad-autonoma-buenos-
aires-asociacion-trabajadores-estado-accion-inconstitucionalidad-fa13000083-2013-06-
18/123456789-380-0003-1ots-eupmocsollaf. 

52  Laws that enable the development of public policies will be structured as sector-related 
policies. Laws that rule workers’ rights and their labor-links belong to “Labor 
Regulations”, while those which establish administrative control procedures belong to the 
segment under that name. Here, we are interested in learning about the intervention of the 
Legislative Power - and the various blocks/parties - in terms of their involvement in 
capital-labor conflicts in the automotive sector. The incorporation of the untreated, 
unresolved, and archived projects intends to acknowledge the relationship of force and the 
legal and political limits of this Power. 
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seats, added to the reduction of two legislative chambers to one resulted in an 
over-representation of majorities, to the point that the opposition sectors have 
no chance of having their bills passed. Thus, for the automotive and auto parts 
sector, only five laws were passed in 15 years, all by the executive’s initiative, 
respectively providing benefits, exemptions, subsidies, etc. to each automotive 
company in the province. Additionally, any bill introduced by non-ruling parties 
referring, for example, to workers protection against dismissals during the 
crisis, was rejected, not even reaching parliamentary status (C13).53 

14. Use of public force: both legally contemplated and ipso facto, i.e., 
whether the official repressive forces are authorized to act or if they 
spontaneously do so at any time. This instance includes any use of the public 
force for or against companies, unions, or workers, the actions deployed, the 
type of justifications put forth, the limits imposed on the subjects affected, and 
the types of forces employed. As an example, the provincial infantry guard, 
ignoring court rulings, entered an automotive factory in 2015 to remove two 
workers who had been fired by the company in connivance with the union, and 
reinstated by court order (C14). The national gendarmerie did the same and 
even violently repressed workers from several multinational auto companies 
and auto part manufacturers in the capital city of Buenos Aires for 
demonstrating in front of the company without union support. A gendarme went 
as far as pretending to be run into by one of the demonstrating workers and 
setting up a false case against him, which was turned down because of the 
filming material which proved the falsehood of the accusations (B14).54 
 Finally, the last category is that of Informal Relations that includes 
interpersonal relationships of statal agents with other actors involved in the 
capital-labor relationship, both in general and in particular study cases. The 
highest position in the Province Ministry of Labor was held, for much of the 
duration of this study, by people linked to SMATA,55 first its Secretary General, 
then, and up to this day, its legal advisor. Paradoxically, this has been the period 
when workers in this sector obtained the fewest benefits, while suffering 
increasingly precarious hiring conditions, reduction of bonuses, abandonment 
by their union, corporate pressure to adhere to “voluntary” dismissals or 
retirements, illegal suspensions (ungrounded, non-rotating, and compensated 

 
53  Marina Falvo, Movilizaciones laborales del sindicalismo de base. 
54  Sergio Folchieri (VW delegate) and Sergio Castro (lawyer) in Crónica 10 News, 

November 14, 2013, accessed February 10, 2021, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v= 
oj8gJ209RBE; La Nación, “’Gendarme carancho’, el video que muestra la peor cara de la 
fuerza de seguridad,” [‘Gendarme carancho’, the video that shows the worst side of the 
security forces”] September 4, 2014, accessed January 10, 2021, https://www.lanacion.com.ar/ 
politica/gendarme-carancho-el-video-que-muestra-la-peor-cara-de-la-fuerza-de-seguridad-
nid1724331/. 

55  Union of Mechanics and Related of Automotive Transport. 
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below the legal stipulations). This suggests that actual representation is 
effectively subordinated to party identities, organizational survival, and 
belonging to the group in power, particularly when workers’ claims were legally 
viable and fully justified based on the socioeconomic context. Additionally, the 
Ministry of Labor was separated from the Ministry of Industry to 
geographically and jurisdictionally split labor disputes from negotiations with 
companies. Even though auto-part industry representatives held the leading 
position in the Ministry of Industry, they barely achieved some job-training 
policies or insignificant and punctual subsidies for auto parts-automotive 
companies and their trade chambers exerted pressure to prioritize imports of 
auto-parts and multinational business rather local auto-part manufacturers. 
Finally, the major in office for three periods had been an automotive company 
officer in Brazil during the Argentine military dictatorship, so the link and 
support for that industry are out of the question (C15). 
 
 

Analysis of the Data and Conclusions 
 

During the period of analysis (2000-2015), Argentina granted a 
comparatively larger relative protection to workers than other countries in the 
region. Compared to the provincial government, the national government 
offered a more sophisticated, more effective, set of political opportunities. The 
national government’s action had more “cracks” than the provincial one, which 
allowed workers’ demands to be heard, although only in a specific and limited 
way, and strongly conditioned by political party alliances and oppositions. Both 
levels administratively separate the offices where opportunities for capital and 
work are negotiated, which generates contradictory opportunities looking at the 
state as a whole, while allowing a fragmentary “progress” as long as there is no 
conflict involved, and whenever there is one, keeping it isolated from other 
government objectives. 

The model finds a complex network of contradictions; for instance, statal 
repression appears whenever politics in the workspace extend to public space, 
but the state also deals in private property whenever it deems it necessary to 
defend capital. Before violence is reached, agreements between the government, 
the union’s leaderships, and companies leave to these latter two actors the final 
task of demobilizing (depoliticizing) workers, which they do through extortion 
or deferral strategies, under the legitimizing umbrella terms of “social peace,” 
productivity, and employment (increasingly precarious though it may be). 

In the state labor regulation scheme, both the quest for legal “gaps” and 
the organizational grassroots workers’ strategy can occasionally succeed in 
sustaining labor rights, but with increasing difficulty. For this reason, the labor 
reform, be it legal forms or ipso facto (i.e., de jure or de facto), both considering 
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the general legislation and the now enabled separate agreements per company, 
has been the capital’s goal, backed to a larger or lesser extent by governments 
over the last fifty years. If reforms have not gone even further, it is due to social 
resistance. 

The search for new spaces for statal action, as is Mercosur in this case, 
has only been driven by the interests of the automotive sector multinational 
capitals, perhaps to solve through production what they cannot easily solve 
through labor alone. Indeed, the automotive production model rests on forms of 
exploitation of labor and natural resources that are not allowed in the territories 
of central countries. 

Just as no country in the region has yet managed to grow and develop 
without the exploitation of its natural resources (to which the right-wing 
governments add the voracious development of financial markets, with 
catastrophic consequences), the more industrialized countries, such as 
Argentina, do not abandon the unrestricted defense of production. Even if, as in 
the automotive case, the arrival of manufacturers has very scarce effects on the 
creation of employment (only 1% registered employment in the Córdoba 
province), unquestioned emphasis in production ends up being harmful in terms 
of external restriction, apart from the fact that it absorbs significant statal 
resources in various ways. The state political opportunities for capital in 
Argentina are based on an analysis of global dynamics prior to the 1970s. 
Opportunities for labor are rare, punctual, and difficult to obtain in the short 
term, and they are at risk of being further restricted. 

Our theoretical search and positioning are based on a conception of the 
state as inserted in capitalist social relations, founded and supported on the latter, 
and at the same time, trapped in their logic and in the demands derived from its 
democratic regime. The greater or lesser autonomy of a state depends on how the 
state has historically acted in relation to the four previously identified 
contradictions: use of force-legitimation, depoliticization-repoliticization of the 
private sphere; social politicization-governance; domination inside and outside 
the workplace. 

In Latin America, states continue to be “unstable” because this gives 
more permeability to permanently reconfiguring forces’ relations. That is, not 
only because of the challenges of global changes from capital circulation or 
transformations from the civil society but also and mainly, because they were 
founded largely by external implantation for foreign goals, they created nations 
and markets from above, denying their own traditions, social configurations, 
and local particularities. Both state intervention and open conflict appear as core 
strategies to avoid this historical overlap of structuring which help sustain deep 
regional inequalities. However, the first option of state intervention tends to 
suffocate itself in state contradictions, and the second one of open conflict 
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requires a permanent and exhausting movement because the way it can make 
real changes seems to be the non-institutionalized conflict. At least it is what we 
can deduct from the capital-labor relational experience. 

In between, at a mid-way reaching scope, the RSSPO model orders 
dimensions affecting statal configuration and State policies results, for capital 
and work. It is a technical resource for a situational diagnosis or a policy 
evaluation, aiming to account for the framework of historical and current social 
relations that enable and limit statal and societal configurations. The main 
purpose, however, has been to present it as a theoretical, conceptual 
development and an analytical proposal enabling a capture of the crystallized 
political opportunities (structure) and the changes (restructuring) in the State 
apparatus, based on the correlation of forces “within” and “outside” State, with 
a predominant interest on workers´ mobilizations. 

The model presented redefined SPO and operationalizes what we called 
the (re)structuring of state policies opportunities toward-and-from capital and 
labor (RSSPO). With the structure of political opportunities (SPO) being our 
starting point, we argued that the SMS has developed it to account for how 
statal action contributes to the achieving of demands of social movements, and 
also for how it limits them. In this sense, we focused on statal actions 
supporting workers’ antagonists, incorporating decision-making processes that 
crystallize in opportunities-constraints, and adding a dialectical capital-labor 
approach. This increases the model’s explanatory power since it enables a 
synchronic analysis where politics from the state is presented to capital and 
labor stakeholders in the form of structured opportunities to obtain their 
demands, and of restructuring challenges. It also enables a diachronic analysis 
of politics as well, “inside” and “outside” the state apparatus, allowing for the 
observation of movements and social forces struggling to achieve their demands 
and to impose a certain structuring of state policies. 

This analysis of the role of the state and to broaden our research, can be 
complemented by observing the combined political effects of social 
mobilization to identify which restructuring of state opportunities result thereof, 
and of what magnitude, duration, and extension.56 Moreover, the analysis could 
further be expanded to include the paths enabled for workers to modify the 
correlation of forces “inside” and “outside” of the state, its limits, and particular 
logics, as well as by a comparison of how other collectives, sectors and 
demands can use the learnings from mobilization to achieve their claims, in 
search of the re-politicization of spaces of social production and reproduction.  
  

 
56  Vakaloulis, “Action collective et projet de transformation sociale.” 
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Annexes 
 

Table 1: Sector analysis dimensions for the structuring of state political opportunities, broken 
down by level 
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Regional A1 A2 A3 A4 A5 A6 A7 A8 A9 A10 A11 A12 A13 A14 A15 

National B1 B2 B3 B4 B5 B6 B7 B8 B9 B10 B11 B12 B13 B14 B15 

Provincial C1 C2 C3 C4 C5 C6 C7 C8 C9 C10 C11 C12 C13 C14 C15 

Local D1 D2 D3 D4 D5 D6 D7 D8 D9 D10 D11 D12 D13 D14 D15 

Source: author’s own elaboration. 
 

A - Regional: inter-state and supra-state decision-making bodies, both in 
political and economic, and social matters. In the case study discussed a 
relevant instance was Mercosur.57 

B - National: Jurisdiction territorially delimited by the borders of the 
national or plurinational state, over which the capacity for action and monopoly 
of coercion is exercised. 

C - Provincial or State/Department: an intermediate level of government 
with autonomy for decision-making and execution. 

D - Local: the lowest level of government, with autarchy for decision-
making and execution. 

 
57  Since the 1980s, various agreements between presidents of Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay, 

and Uruguay constituted the Common Market of the South (MERCOSUR) whose name is 
more an expression of wishes in terms of regionalization. The sector that signed the most 
agreements is the automotive one, fundamentally between Argentina and Brazil, since the 
end of the 1990s. 
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Abstract 
There is a widespread concern in Albania about the general waning of civic participation, which 
has produced weak solidarity networks and formal participation in organizations, together with a 
loss of a genuine sense of volunteering in the last three decades. This paper aims to give a 
thorough explanation of this recent change in Albanian society since the 1990s by exploring the 
two-fold dimensions of the state-society relationship: on one hand, the role of the Albanian 
communist state and its formal civil society organizations in shaping a forced approach to 
volunteering before the 1990s, and on the other hand the effects of this phenomenon on Albanian 
attitudes to volunteering after the 1990s with the collapse of the regime. This two-sided analysis 
is enriched with discourse analysis of focus groups from two generations: the first born between 
1950 and 1970, and the second born in the early 1990s. 
 
Keywords: volunteering, civil society, political system, Albanian society. 
 
 

Introduction 
 

Analyzing volunteering in Albania remains a very difficult endeavor 
since studies related to it are still limited and the existent ones are merely 
descriptive or illustrative.1 The general explanations outlined in the previous 

 
*  Brunilda Zenelaga, PhD is a full-time lecturer at the Department of Sociology, Faculty of 

Social Sciences, University of Tirana (brunazenelaga@gmail.com). 
**  Klodiana Beshku, PhD is a Senior Lecturer at the Department of Political Sciences, 

Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Tirana (klodianabeshku1@gmail.com). 
1  Before 1990, there was a special section on volunteering activities in the newspaper Zëri i 

Rinisë [The Youth Voice]. Then a supplement entitled ‘Volunteer’ was added. One could 
find frequent articles in daily newspapers like Zëri i Popullit [The People Voice] and in 
the magazines Shqiptarja e re [The Young Albanian] and Ylli [The star]. Since 1990, 
there have been books by Agim Mero, Rinia e aksioneve [The Youth of Actions] (Tirana: 
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literature are insufficient to analyze attitudes to volunteering after the change in 
the Albanian political system from communism to liberal democracy in 1990. In 
order to grasp the phenomenon of Albanian society’s lack of will to volunteer in 
recent decades, one inevitably has to deal with the role of the state and civil 
society organizations during the communist regime. The Communist Party 
played a major role in shaping the political culture in a country configured in a 
barbarous despotic regime, being able to penetrate both the public and private 
spheres of its citizens’ lives. 

Albania went through a very difficult process of transforming most of its 
societal values in a rapid change from one of the harshest communist dictatorships 
in Europe to a liberal system, which soon turned into a neo-liberal one. 

Volunteering plays an important role in the socio-economic development of 
a country as a necessary element in the functioning of society.2 Albania faces 
numerous challenges, one of the most pressing being a low rate of civic 
participation by its people, and a lack of mobilization in genuine volunteering and 
social movements. In order to study this transformation empirically, the concept of 
voluntarism, one of many sociological concepts, is here explored as a tool to 
deconstruct the present through the past and vice versa by explaining its 
multifaceted dimension in a before-and-after analysis. We therefore include the 
time dimension as an intervening variable – people born during communism versus 
people born in the early 1990s – maintaining the importance of communism as a 
post-communist constructor of Albanian political identity and culture. 

Unlike the other post-communist countries in south-eastern Europe, 
Albania was the only one of the communist regimes in the Balkans which did 
not pass through a process of destalinization, resembling in this way only North 
Korea. Destalinization consisted of an important change in ruling communist 
parties: a shift towards a softer exercise of centralizing power. “This shift 
allowed for a greater measure of depoliticization of decision-making and 
reliance on apolitical expertise,”3 which did not happen in Albania. The pivot of 
this change was the abandoning of the monolithic concept of power and terror 
in the URSS and consequently in other communist regimes. Albania did not 

 
 

Fan Noli, 2013); a monograph in notebook style by Evgjeni Poloska, Ditar [Diary] 
(Tirana: Logoreci, 2005); a notebook by Niko Xhufka, Ritmet e jetës shqiptare [The 
Rhythms of Albanian Life] (Tirana: 8 Nëntori, 1976); an album of pictures, and a 
sociological study by Zyhdi Dervishi, Vullnetarizmi, ind shumëfunskional i shoqërisë, 
Trajtesë sociologjike [Voluntarism, Multifunctional Tissue of the Society, A Sociological 
Commentary] (Tirana: Albpaper, 2004). 

2  Zyhdi Dervishi, Vullnetarizmi ind shumëfunksional i shoqërisë. Trajtesë sociologjike 
[Voluntarism, Multifunctional Tissue of the Society. A Sociological Commentary] 
(Tirana: Emal, 2011), 28. 

3  Stephen White, John Gardner and George Schöpflin, Communist Political Systems: An 
Introduction (New York: MacMillan, 1982), 54. 
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abandon its Stalinism-Leninism orthodoxy, so the terror continued to be 
massive. From 1945 to 1989, the country suffered a high level of terror, 
monoletheism, and class struggle from the ruling communist elite. Taking into 
account that in the Constitution of 1976, private property was declared 
liquidated, religion totally abolished and considering that the terror continued 
uninterruptedly together with the “absolute isolation”4 of the country, we can 
label Albania as the most aggressive regime in the Balkans. Therefore, the state 
control of civic mobilization and volunteering reached very high levels for 
nearly half a century, as this work will try to illustrate. 

By analyzing the Albanian case during and after communism, this article 
argues that people’s past experiences influenced their attitudes after the 
breakdown of these regimes. Exploring the importance of communism as a 
post-communist constructive element helps to understand peoples’ perceptions 
of and attitudes to volunteering in post-communist Albania. By comparing the 
perceptions and attitudes of people born during communism with those born 
after its collapse, we have been able to explore how the political culture 
connected the two generations and their common features, some of which were 
inherited from the past. In fact, in the aftermath of the communist regime people 
continued to consider volunteering and civic participation mainly as activities 
imposed by the state, and there are reasons to believe that traces of this 
approach are still inherited in Albanian political culture, albeit subconsciously. 
This is the reason why the main aim of this paper has become that of exploring 
the role of the state and civil society in people’s willingness to volunteer before 
and after the breakdown of the communist system in Albania in 1990.  

At first sight it seemed that people in Albania who were used to 
volunteering during communism would have been keen to volunteer after the 
break-up of the regime, something which did not actually occur. Not only did 
they not do it, but sometimes they suggested to their children not to volunteer in 
order not to “be used by others.” The puzzle was represented by a simple 
question: Why would generations who were used to volunteering stop doing it 
all of a sudden and stop transmitting this value to the future generations? In 
order to give an answer to this question, we used a deconstructivist approach to 
volunteering in the Albanian context by exploring the perceptions of people on 
volunteering during the communist regime, the influence of that time on present 
political identity and willingness to volunteer, the types of volunteering in 
Albania today and how value system theory can be applied to the Albanian case. 

 To better address the aim of this article, on one hand, we considered 
volunteering to be the free engagement or a natural willingness to contribute to 
the community which becomes intrinsic in the political culture of a country 

 
4  Belina Bedini, “The Legitimation of the Albanian Totalitarian Regime,” Mediterranean 

Journal of Social Sciences 5, no. 16 (July 2014): 500-505. 
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promoted by its political regime. Therefore, in line with other studies dealing 
with the same issue, here volunteering is interpreted as “a formal activity in 
institutional backgrounds.”5 On the other hand, the concept of “political culture” 
is here understood in the classical way that Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba 
explained in their cornerstone publication of 1963, where they identified 
political culture with “patterns of political cognition” of people towards politics 
that are “transmitted from generation to generation.”6 

The paper uses empirical data gathered from two focus groups: one of 
people born before the 1990s and the other of people born later. This part of the 
paper considers volunteering not only as a compulsory activity organized by the 
communist state but also as a form of solidarity generated by the traditional way 
of living. 

The paper is a step towards shedding light on the issue of voluntarism in 
Albania, a field which has not yet been explored from an academic critical point 
of view. By exploring people’s attitudes to volunteering, it aims to contribute to 
the growing number of studies on civic engagement, political participation, civil 
society, activism and citizenship in Albania, a particular case among the 
countries of south-eastern Europe due to the tyrannical communist dictatorship 
it underwent. 

 
 
Different Dimensions of Volunteering: Moving through Some 

Theoretical Perspectives on the Albanian Case 
 

This section focuses on some important theoretical approaches that help 
understanding of volunteering in the Albanian post-communist context. With 
the aim of clarifying this context, we compare it with the communist context, 
creating on the one hand a dichotomous scheme about the willingness to 
volunteer in each context and, on the other hand, connecting them to the socio-
political background of the time. After exploring the theoretical framework of 
the concept of volunteering, we identified some expectations that drove the 
research for this paper, which will afterwards be explained. 

It is difficult to give a unique definition of the term “volunteering,” since 
different scholars have stressed different aspects and characteristics of it. 
Therefore, to relate the term to the Albanian case, we look at the phenomenon in 

 
5  Ágota Silló, “The Development of Volunteering in Post-communist Societies. A Review,” 

Acta Univ. Sapientiae, Social Analysis 6, no. 1 (2016): 93-110. 
6  Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba, “Patterns of Political Cognition,” in The Civic Culture: 

Political Attitudes and Democracy in Five Nations, eds. Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba 
(Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1963), 79-100.  
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all its dimensions: as a natural willingness, as individual and collective action 
and as an important value encouraging civic participation. 

The German sociologist, Ferdinand Tönnies, uses the concept of 
“voluntarism” to refer to how people freely associate with one another, and 
especially to the significance of both natural/essential will (Wesenwille) and 
arbitrary/rational will (Kürwille). Tönnies considers communities 
(Gemeinschaft) to be based on Wesenwille, and societies (Gesellschaft) to be 
based on Kürwille. According to Tönnies, there is a collective will in every 
social organization, where both natural will (intrinsic) and rational will (self-
interest) are manifested.7 From this approach, it is evident that voluntarism is 
intrinsic in every society, including Albanian society. 

According to the voluntarist theory of action presented by Talcott 
Parsons, individuals are the agents of their actions, which are bounded by two 
orders of reality: the normative and the conditional. The normative order is the 
sphere of ideas, values, aspirations, moral norms and actions, which are oriented 
to their attainment, while the conditional one is composed of people’s heredity 
and (natural) environment together with functional issues in social systems. 
Parsons refers to the voluntarism as a theoretical approach and to the 
volunteering as the action based on this theoretical approach.8 This article deals 
mostly with Albanian society’s attitude in the action sphere of volunteering. In 
the Albanian case, it appears that voluntarism and volunteering were 
intentionally mixed up during the communist regime. Immediately after the 
Second World War, the regime strove to ideologize and glorify volunteering to 
realize some major national public works. The slogan “Ndërtojmë atdheun me 
forcat tona” (Let’s build our motherland with our own forces) was one of the 
cornerstones of the regime during the post-war recovery. The natural 
willingness to help others and the traditional inclination to volunteer were 
transfused into the laws and norms of the new regime. 

Regarding the link between past experiences and their influences in the 
present, we opted for Sydney Tarrow’s (1994) Power in Movement and his 
further elaboration of the theory of “political opportunity structure.” He claims 
that past political experiences influence a society’s current attitude to 
mobilization.9 Tarrow was greatly influenced by Charles Tilly who argues that 
in societies with past authoritarian and dictatorial regimes a set of conditions 
such as “threat” and “repression” are more likely to be found related to 

 
7  Ferdinand Tönnies, Community and Civil Society (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2001), 95. 
8  Talcott Parsons, The Structure of Social Action: A Study in Social Theory with Special 

Reference to a Group of Recent European Writers 2 (London: Free Press, 1968). 
9  Quoted in Donatella Della Porta and Mario Diani, Social Movements. An Introduction, 

second edition (Malden: Willey-Blackwell, 2006), 16. 
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mobilization than “opportunity” or “facilitation.”10 In other words, it is believed 
that the degree to which citizens are mobilized to participate in public life 
depends on the degree to which the previous or present political system 
facilitates mobilization. In the case of Albania, we expect that the practice 
during the communist regime of forcing people to volunteer may have 
influenced post-communist Albanian society in a negative way by weakening 
its willingness to volunteer. “The un-democratic culture of authoritarianism has 
underpinned much of Albanian political activity,”11 in our view including 
volunteering, along with the “Albanians” perception of the public sphere as 
outside of their own interest.”12 By referring to the dichotomous “wills” 
presented by Tönnies and the “social orders” presented by Parsons, we also 
expect that different generations will perceive volunteering differently and their 
perceptions will be influenced by the political culture which is shaped by the 
role of the state and organizations during the communist regime. We also expect 
that the older generation will try to influence young people’s perceptions 
regarding volunteering.  

Another important aspect of volunteering is its place in the value system 
of a society. In different socio-political and economic contexts, volunteering 
seems to be driven by different motives. Handy et al. mention three groups of 
motives that drive people to volunteer.13 The first are values or altruism-based 
motives, such as religious motives, supporting an important cause. This is 
followed by utilitarian motives, such as the development of human capital.14 
Third are social motives, such as responding to social pressures to volunteer, 
extending one’s social networks, volunteering because friends or colleagues do 
it, etc.15 In this case, Kocani’s study, which is based on Inglehart’s idea of 
systems of values, concludes that, in its transitional phase after the 1990s, 
Albanian society was characterized by materialistic/survival values, rather than 

 
10  Charles Tilly, From mobilization to revolution (Reading, Mass.: Adison-Wesley, 1978), 

Chapters 3, 4 and 6. 
11  Ilir Kalemaj and Dorian Jano, “Authoritarianism in the Making? The Role 

of Political Culture and Institutions in the Albanian Context,” CEU Political Science 
Journal 4, issue 2 (2009): 232-251, 20.  

12  Matilda Pajo, “The Features of Political Culture in Post-communist Albania,” Thesis 2 
(2017): 115-141. 

13  Femida Handy et al., “A Cross-Cultural Examination of Student Volunteering: Is It All 
about Résumé Building?,” Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly 39, no. 3 (June 
2010): 498-523, DOI. 10.1177/0899764009344353. This article is based on the works of 
Ram A. Cnaan, Robin S. Goldberg-Glen, Lorenzo Cappellari and Gilberto Turati. 

14  Ram A. Cnaan and Robin S. Goldberg-Glen, “Measuring Motivation to Volunteer in 
Human Services,” Journal of Applied Behavioral Science 27 (1991): 269-284. 

15  Lorenzo Cappellari and Gilberto Turati, “Volunteer Labor Supply: The Role of Workers’ 
Motivations,” Annals of Public Cooperative Economics 75 (2004): 619-643. 



Volunteering and Political Systems  157 
 

Romanian Political Science Review  vol. XXI no. 1  2021 
 
 
 
 
 
 

values of self-realization.16 Therefore, we furthermore expected volunteering 
before and after the 1990s in Albania to be driven by different motives and 
values. In general, volunteering is manifested in different types. Fényes and 
Pusztai differentiate traditional (old type) volunteering from modern (new type) 
one. The first type of volunteering is motivated by the will to help others, and it 
is characterized by altruistic values. The modern motivations of volunteering 
include career development, personal growth, useful leisure activity, work 
experience, professional improvement, developing and practicing skills etc. 
Fényes and Pusztai also suggest a third type of volunteering, the mixed one, 
which is frequent among young generation.17 However, in post-1990 Albania, 
volunteering appeared more as organized work, where voluntary organizations 
served as bridges between the citizens and the state, while volunteering in its 
new type related to career development and personal growth is still very little 
explored by Albanian young people. Based on Fényes and Pusztai’s model, we 
expected that the volunteering form in communist Albania would mostly 
resemble the traditional or old type of volunteering, while the post-communist 
period would have generated other types of volunteering according to the 
hypothesis that new generations in Albania practiced or still practice different 
and modern types of volunteering. 
  
 

Methodology and Limitations 
 

Our research methodology is based on a combination of secondary and 
primary data. The secondary data, based on a literature review, helped to 
identify gaps and to organize research questions related to the role of the state 
and organizations in the will to volunteer in post-communist Albania. The 
primary data derives from two focus groups in which twelve people 
participated. The main aim of these focus groups was to reach the respondents’ 
attitudes, feelings, beliefs, experiences and reactions in a way which would not 
have been feasible with other methods. Qualitative methods to study 
perceptions and attitudes to volunteering are considered appropriate in many 
studies.18 This is because “using this methodology, respondents can answer with 

 
16  Aleksandër Kocani, Research of the System of Values in the Republic of Albania in the 

Post-communist Period (Tirana: AU, 2013). 
17  Hajnalka Fényes and Gabriella Pusztai, “Religiosity and Volunteering among Higher 

Education Students in the Partium Region,” in Students in a Cross-Border Region. Higher 
Education for Regional Social Cohesion, eds. Zoltán Györgyi and Zoltán Nagy (Oradea: 
Editura Universității din Oradea, 2012), 147-167, 150. 

18  Zebra Square, Young People’s Perceptions and Attitudes of Working in the “Voluntary 
Community and Charity Sector” (2006), where quantitative method (triad) focus groups 
are used with the aim of exploring young people’s perceptions of volunteering; Usep 
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as many details they choose and elaborate the issues that are of most concern to 
them using detailed examples and personal stories to convey their thoughts and 
feelings.”19 In fact, using a qualitative method to exploring perspectives on 
volunteering is considered “the most appropriate research technique, since this 
qualitative method seeks to describe and understand central themes, and it is 
particularly useful for getting the story behind a participant’s experiences.”20  

Thus, the participants were divided into two focus groups: six participants 
born between 1950 and 1970 and six others born in the early 1990s. We made 
this division in order to be able to compare their perceptions and attitudes about 
volunteering in Albania and the role of the state and civic society during the 
communist regime and after. We compared the opinions and attitudes of young 
people (18-44 years old) with those of people who had lived part of their lives 
during the communist regime (over 45 years old). 

A purposive sample, which is common in qualitative studies, was used. 
According to Denscombe, “purposive sampling operates on the principle that 
we can get the best information through focusing on a relatively small number 
of instances deliberately selected on the basis of their known attributes.”21 The 
data analysis was made more efficient by coding the data in terms of themes and 
subthemes. Snowballing was used to reach the focus group participants. “When 
participants know each other, participation can be encouraged, particularly 
among the younger ages.”22 We also tried to gather heterogeneous perceptions 
and attitudes by including in the focus groups people with different socio-
demographic characteristics: equal numbers of women and men (six each), 

 
 

Suhud, “A Moment to Give, No Moment to Take: A Mixed-methods Study on Volunteer 
Tourism,” (PhD diss., The School of Marketing, Tourism and Leisure, Edith Cowan 
University, March 2013); Institute for Volunteering Research, Volunteering for All? 
Exploring the Link between Volunteering and Social Exclusion (2005), https://www.iriv- 
vaeb.net/fichiers/Ressources%20Europe/Volunteering%20and%20social%20exclusion-
%20UK%202005.pdf. 

19  Knowledge Development Center, Core Volunteers: Exploring the values, attitudes and 
behaviours underlying sustained volunteerism in Canada. Report, Lesley Gotlib Conn and 
Cathy Barr (Imagine Canada, 2006), 5.  

20  Filipa Silva, Teresa Proença and Marisa R. Ferreira, “Volunteers’ Perspective on Online 
Volunteering – A Qualitative Approach,” International Review on Public and Nonprofit 
Marketing 15 (2018): 531–552, https://doi.org/10.1007/s12208-018-0212-8; Debra Gray 
and Clifford Stevenson, “How Can ‘We’ Help? Exploring the Role of Shared Social 
Identity in the Experiences and Benefits of Volunteering,” The Journal of Analytical 
Psychology 30, no. 4, (2019). 

21  Martyn Denscombe, The Good Research Guide (Berkshire: Open University Press, 2010), 
34-35. 

22  Zebra Square, Young People’s Perceptions and Attitudes of Working in the ʽVoluntary 
Community and Charity Sectorʼ, July 4, 2006, accessed March 21, 2021, 
https://www.ncvo.org.uk/images/documents/policy_and_research/voluntary_sector_workf
orce/061007_W.Force_Hub_Young_Peoples_perceptions_research.pdf. 
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various educational backgrounds and socioeconomic statuses, people from both 
rural and urban areas, people in Tirana, the capital of Albania, and in Durrës, 
the second biggest city in Albania after Tirana. 

Comparing attitudes between different generations regarding willingness 
to volunteer throws light on how the past has influenced the present, in our case 
in terms of the willingness to volunteer in Albania. As Dragoman and Luca 
state: “different generations rely not only on different past experiences, but on 
different adapting capacities, on different meanings given to rights and 
freedoms, social standards and economic conditions.”23 We argue that current 
socio-political conditions have shaped people perceptions and attitudes, but the 
present is also influenced by the past. We chose to compare the perceptions of 
the younger generation with those of the older generation using a qualitative 
methodology with the aim of comparing past and current perceptions and 
attitudes to volunteering. 

Three groups of questions drove our research: (1) How do different 
generations perceive the volunteering process? Does political culture influence 
their perceptions and attitudes? What is the role of the state and organizations in 
shaping these perceptions and attitudes? (2) With which group of 
motives/values is volunteering in Albania nowadays mostly related? How does 
this compare with the group of motives/values related to volunteering before the 
1990s? (3) Have different generations in Albania practiced or do they still 
practice the same types of volunteering? How have types of volunteering been 
transformed in post-communist Albania?  

We focus on answering these questions throughout this paper. 
Nevertheless, this study suffers from some limitations. First, there is a gap in 
the literature regarding volunteering in Albania in general, and a gap related to 
willingness to volunteer during and after the collapse of the communist regime 
in particular. Additionally, the explanations outlined in the existent literature – 
which are mostly descriptive – are insufficient to grasp the role of the state and 
civil society on people’s willingness to volunteer in post-communist Albania. 

 Second, the use of a qualitative methodology does not allow the 
findings of the research to be generalized. By using focus groups, we simply 
aimed to further explore the perceptions and attitudes of people to volunteering 
by navigating through the experiences of people during and after the collapse of 
the communist regime. 
 
 

 
23  Dragoș Dragoman and Sabina-Adina Luca, “Young People and Political Activism in 
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Volunteering in Albania During the Communist Regime. The 
Role of the State and Organizations in Shaping Willingness 

 
What we expected from exploring the phenomenon of volunteering 

during the communist regime and the role of the state and organizations was to 
understand in depth the shaping of the perceptions and attitudes of people to it. 
We expected that it would help us to understand the lack of willingness to 
volunteer in post-communist Albania.  

The communist regime in Albania, which was installed after 1945 and 
collapsed in 1990, was the last in south-eastern Europe to fall. Everywhere else 
in Europe, communist regimes collapsed immediately after the fall of the Berlin 
Wall in 1989. From 1945 to 1990, religious affiliation, private property and 
freedom of expression were prohibited in Albania. Typically, the state-
controlled regime applied “psychoses of an extreme ethnocentric nature to the 
people.”24 During this period, all “political thought was reduced 
to political propaganda and used for the ideological preparation of party 
cadres.”25 There are reasons to believe that this period has left traces in the 
present Albanian political culture, traces which have not been entirely explored 
in the post-dictatorship time, with volunteering being one of them.  

In Albania after the Second World War, voluntary work began aiming to 
extensively rebuild the country and contribute to public work and infrastructure. 
Voluntary work was used as a solution to mobilize workers, especially the 
young, on important construction and infrastructure projects. This method was 
successfully applied in particular to the construction of railways and roads, to 
build dwellings, to the opening of new land and to planting orchards, vineyards, 
olive groves etc.26 It was considered a good method to reduce the cost of 
reconstructing the country, to reinforce patriotic sentiments and solidarity and 
the emancipation of the young.27  

The volunteering period from 1945 to 1955 initially focused on 
electrification and on the education of a country weakened by the consequences 
of the Second World War, and after that followed the reconstruction of the 
country.28 All through this time, people were forced to attend the zbor (a 
struggling campaign in which ordinary people were taught military skills) or 
collective military actions organized by the Party or youth or labor 
organizations to train people in case there was an outside attack. On weekends 

 
24  Dervishi, Vullnetarizmi ind shumëfunksional i shoqërisë, 231. 
25  Nancy Hirschmann and Julie Mostov, “Political Theory in Albania: An Exercise in 

Democratic Culture,” Political Science & Politics 28, no. 1 (March 1995): 146.  
26  Niko Xhufka, Ritmet e jetës shqiptare [The Rhythms of Albanian Life] (Tirana: 8 Nëntori, 

1976). 
27  Agim Mero, Rinia e aksioneve, 10. 
28  Ibid.; Evgjeni Poloska, Ditar. 
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and holidays, there were collective volunteering actions called aksione 
(assaults) to plant trees and build tunnels and bridges in order to support the 
state. During e diela komuniste (the communist Sunday), people were obliged to 
clean up the spaces in front of their buildings, streets, schools or beaches, and 
moreover once a month there was the Dita e Enverit (Day of Enver), named 
after the dictator Enver Hoxha, which was a whole day of activities and 
thorough outdoor cleaning. All these actions took place in a systematic 
organized way under the strict supervision of the Albanian Labor Party, to be 
precise under the supervision of the Central Committee for Youth.29 Thus, with 
all the organizations and unions controlled by the state and the Labor Party, a 
tradition of non-respect for individual will and with every activity imposed by 
the Party was formed. Furthermore, the state controlled all the labor unions, 
sports clubs, women’s organizations etc. As Zyhdi Dervishi states, even 
Organizata e Frontit Demokratik (Organization of the Democratic Front), 
Organizata e Bashkimeve Profesionale (Organization of Professional Unions), 
Organizata e Bashkimit të Grave (Organization of Women’s Unions) and 
Organizata e Bashkimit të Rinisë (Organization of Youth Unions), which in the 
period 1945-1990 held periodic discussions and reports on the progress of 
voluntary work as one of the main activities of Albanian society,30 worked 
under the strict direction of the Albanian Labor Party. 

Many slogans, such as “Të vëmë interesin e përgjithshëm mbi atë 
personal!” (Let’s put the general interest before self-interest) and “Të ndërtojmë 
Shqipërinë me forcat tona!” (Let’s build Albania with our own strengths) were 
used to encourage people to participate in joint works in the interests of the 
state. The state – the government and the Party – had constructed mechanisms 
to bully people into participating in volunteer actions,31 to the extent that in the 
official literature of the single-party regime volunteer work was considered a 
communist activity that could only be organized by the communist regime and 
to serve its purposes. This was also reflected in the Albanian Encyclopaedic 
Dictionary published in 1985, where voluntary work was defined as:  

 
“communist work, without reward, usually done by workers and youth in the Popular 
Socialist Republic of Albania, as a social activity for the benefit of the socialist building 
of the country, an expression of the highest ideological political consciousness and fiery 
patriotism.”32 

 

 
29  Agim Mero, Rinia e aksioneve, 9. 
30  Dervishi, Vullnetarizmi ind shumëfunksional i shoqërisë, 83. 
31  By “bullying,” we mean “forcing,” “obliging,” making people consider it a duty but at the 
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32  Akademia e Shkencave e RPSSH, Fjalori enciklopedik shqiptar [Albanian Encyclopaedic 

Dictionary] (Tirana, 1985), 880. 
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In Albania during the communist regime, the activities of many 
organizations such as religious ones were completely banned by law. Even 
though the above-mentioned civil organizations were formally allowed, they 
were only not subject to censorship if they were in line with the Labor Party’s 
ideology. The Labor Party of Albania became the “new religion,” since the 
1976, constitution prohibited the practicing of religion and any religious 
organizations, something without precedent in Europe or elsewhere. The 
prohibition of religious practices and the proclamation of Albania as the only 
atheist country in the world in 1967 followed Karl Marx’s slogan “Religion is 
the opium of the people.” During the so-called “period of revolutionization of 
country life,” 2,169 religious buildings were destroyed or turned into secular 
cultural institutions. The demolitions were carried out with the support of youth 
organization volunteer work and lasted until 1971. In this line, the youth 
organization of Naim Frashëri High School in the city of Durrës, with the 
support of the Central Committee, requested the closure of all religious 
institutions in Albania. This was a way that propaganda was used in order to 
show that the movement was coming from the bottom up.”33 

Regarding participation, especially that of the young, in volunteer work 
during the years of the communist regime in Albania, the Albanian scholar 
Dervishi stresses the intensive level of their engagement in such activities as 
they passed from one action to another, turning into professional volunteers.34  
 
 

The Influence of Past Experiences on Albanian Political 
Identity and the Willingness to Volunteer 

 
After emerging from one of the most severe dictatorships in the world, the 

Albanian people faced a troubled transition to capitalism.35 In a “shock therapy” 
process36 from 1990 to 1992, the economy barely survived the new market economy. 

After 1990, Albania experienced a wave of emigration abroad and at the 
same time a massive migration of the population from small suburban towns and 
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Shtëpia Botuese “Kristalina-KH,” 2007), 387. 
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Democracy?,” Review of Social Economy 62, no. 2 (2004): 221-43; Ilir Kalemaj, 
“Albania’s Democracy Challenges. External Stimuli and Internal Factors at Play,” 
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rural areas to the big cities. The vast majority of the displaced population in urban 
areas were self-employed, mainly in family businesses. Therefore, Albania 
experienced urbanization without industrialization, which truly affected its society, 
economy, politics and the psycho-cultural formation of all its social groups.  

 
“In the post-communist area, the process took place at various speeds. There are countries 
where the modernization was performed successfully, but there are countries where it is 
still in process. It is the same with the development of the democratic infrastructure. The 
transition in Eastern Europe is slow because it is initiated externally, and it is not an 
intrinsic one.”37  

 
Albania belongs to the second group of countries. It has gone through a 

very slow transition and still does not yet have an established democracy, with 
low political participation and civic engagement intrinsic in the political culture 
of its citizens.  

It is interesting that during these thirty years there have been either small 
civic protests or large protests, but they were mostly organized by the political 
parties, to the extent that a survey in 2016 found that “a considerable number of 
respondents (44.1%) think that political participation means engagement in a 
political party.”38  

In this situation of low genuine civic engagement, in people’s minds 
volunteering seems somehow still related to the previous communist regime, 
when volunteering was imposed from above by the party or the state. Today 
Albanians still use the terms “the state” and “the government” interchangeably: 
the government in power and “the state” refer to exactly the same thing in the 
same way as during the state communism regime system.  

Since the 1990s, in Albanian society there has been a strong idealization 
of the private sphere together with a great disbelief in institutions, and a 
perception that power derives from obedience and conformism, as in 
dictatorships. Some features of current Albanian society, such as a conflictual 
party system, discouragement of diversity of thought, a personal relation to a 
charismatic party leader, a lack of party programs and the presence of personal 
political relationships in party coalitions, emerge from its past political culture, 
as Krasniqi describes in one of his studies on political parties in Albania.39 

Considering that the logic of “the state does it all” seems to be very 
common in post-transitional societies with low civic engagement such as 
Albania, individuals are easily prone to profit from others’ collective actions or 
wait for “the state” to intervene, making voluntarism also seem a senseless 

 
37  Silló, “The Development of Volunteering.”, 97. 
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activity rather than a contribution to society or self-realization. Therefore, the 
average Albanian citizen is more likely to wait for the state to push him or her 
into volunteering rather than enrolling in volunteering groups. Under these 
circumstances, volunteering is often an object of promotion mainly by political 
parties, public institutions and non-government organizations (NGOs). Political 
parties, which are strong in local entities, often invite citizens to clean up 
beaches, streets and squares, to plant trees and to help people in need. It is 
interesting that the Albanian Network of Volunteers40 (Rrjeti i vullnetarëve 
shqiptarë), which is now one of the main organizations of volunteers under the 
Municipality of Tirana, was established by one of the main political parties in 
Albania, the Socialist Party, in 2008. Apparently, there is still a need for a 
higher authority to come up with a call for volunteering in Albania, as used to 
happen under the communist regime. 

The process of post-socialist transformation in Albania mainly focused on 
the transition to democracy and rebuilding the economy. What seems to be well 
remembered and inherited from the past is the fact that volunteering represented 
an activity without reward, usually done by people who were obliged to do it.  
 
 

Post-communism and the Transformation  
of the Willingness to Volunteer 

 
After a careful review of the Albanian transitional period after 1990, we 

divided Albanian attitudes to voluntarism into three phases: in the first phase, 
there was a weak approach to voluntarism immediately after communism 
(1990-1997), in the second, there was a limited revitalization of volunteering, 
mainly by international organizations operating in Albania (1998-2018), and in 
the third a reconsidering of solidarity as an important value of Albanian society 
after the devastating earthquake of November 2019.  
 
 
The First Stage: A Weak Approach to Volunteering 
Immediately after Communism (1990-1997) 
 

According to Sztompka, social mistrust in Albanian post-communist 
society leads to a low rate of volunteering.41 At the beginning of the post-
communist transition period, people neglected volunteering because of their 

 
40  Rama-Vullnetareve, “Lini gjurmen tuaj ne historine e re te vendit!” [“Rama: To the 

Volunteers: Let Your Track on the New History of the Country”], accessed March 2, 
2020, http://ps.al/te-reja/rama-vullnetareve-lini-gjurmen-tuaj-ne-historine-e-re-te-vendit. 

41  Piotr Sztompka, Trust. A Sociological Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999). 
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negative experiences during the communist regime. According to Zyhdi 
Dervishi, it is true that volunteering was abused during the communist regime 
and, in addition, after the collapse of that regime in 1990 there was a desire to 
become rich as soon as possible, a mindset which certainly did not encourage 
volunteering as a first choice. As the Albanian researcher, Adem Tamo, shows, 
people saw volunteering activity during the communist regime as “mandatory” 
and “fake,” and for them real volunteering activity based on free-will could only 
happen in a democratic system.42  

During these difficult years, a certain “stigmatization of solidarity”43 took 
place in Albanian society. This happened on the one hand because the previous 
regime had abused the term “solidarity” and on the other hand because of the 
overall difficult social and political conditions in the aftermath of 1990. 
 
 
The Second Stage: A Limited Revitalization of Volunteering 
(1998-2018) 
 

The increasing polarization in Albanian society after 1996 led to the need 
to help poor people being stressed, especially by non-governmental and 
volunteering organizations. In the early 1990s, the democratic processes and the 
development of the market economy in the Republic of Albania led to a 
polarization of society. A very small number of Albanians became extremely 
wealthy, while the majority lived on or below the poverty line. According to 
World Bank estimates, the Gini coefficient, which measures the extent to which 
the distribution of income deviates from an equal distribution,44 started to rise 
noticeably in Albania during the post-communist transition period. Compared to 
1996, when the Gini coefficient for Albania was 27, in 2017 it rose to 38.4, or 
11.4 points more than in 1996. This means that in Albania after 1996 the level 
of polarization of society significantly increased.  

 
42  Adem Tamo, Edukimi i qytetarisë demokratike në shkollën fillore [Democratic Citizenship 

Education in the Elementary School] (Tirana: Eldor, 1999), 98. 
43  The term is used for today’s crisis of volunteering in Europe, and it is borrowed from 

Anna Reggiardo, “Distrust and Stigmatization of NGOs and Volunteers at the Time of the 
European Migrant Crisis. Conflict and Implications for Social Solidarity,” Partecipazione 
e Conflitto – The Open Journal of Sociopolitical Studies 12, no. 2 (2019): 460-86, DOI: 
10.1285/i20356609v12i2p460. 

44  The Gini coefficient was developed by the Italian statistician and sociologist Corrado 
Gini. It measures the extent to which the distribution of income or, in some cases, 
consumption expenditure, among individuals or households within an economy deviates 
from an equal distribution. The Gini coefficient varies from 0 to 100. A Gini coefficient 
of 0 expresses perfect equality where all values are the same (for example, where 
everyone has the same income). A Gini coefficient of 100 expresses maximal inequality 
among values. 
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In societies where inequality and polarization between groups of people 
grows, considerable social distance is also likely to be created. As Lengfelder 
and Caroll put it, “volunteering can be considered an expression of agency in 
times of polarization between ‘winners and losers.’”45 So volunteering can 
bridge boundaries across social groups. It can reduce the isolation of specific 
communities, reshape social roles and connect people from different 
backgrounds as equals. This was at the heart of the missions of NGOs from all 
over the world which reached Albania and created spaces for the operation of 
many foundations or international organizations such as UNHCR, UNDP, the 
Open Society Foundation, World Vision, etc. According to Dervishi, the 
contribution of western employees and volunteers helped to revive volunteer 
activities in Albania after the fall of the communist regime.46 In this respect, the 
role of non-governmental and humanitarian organizations was of great 
importance in the first decade of post-communist Albania, although not 
decisive. According to a study conducted by Tamo et al. which compares the 
results of the World Values Survey in 1998 and 2002, the level of Albanian 
trust in international institutions increased significantly from 1998 to 2002.47  

Therefore, Albanian society faced another type of imposition of 
volunteering, a new one. This time it came from international actors, the foreign 
organizations present during the transition after the 1990s. Because of this, 
during the late 1990s and at the beginning of the new millennium, there was a 
revival of volunteering in Albania. An interesting example in this regard is the 
reaction of the Albanian population to the Kosovo crisis, which 
demonstrated a “true spirit of volunteerism.”48 

There was a tendency to respond to calls from NGOs for volunteers, 
especially by the young. Albania is ranked second after Sweden regarding 
volunteering rates, and the first among the former communist countries in 
Europe.49 Albanian sociologist, Zyhdi Dervishi, argues that after the fall of the 
communist regime, “Albanian people over-valued more the urbanized western 

 
45  Christina Lenfelder and Margaret Caroll, Volunteering - An Expression of Agency in 

Times of Polarization between ʽWinners and Losers,ʼ United Nations Development 
Programme, Human Development Reports, 2019, accessed on January 30, 2020, 
http://hdr.undp.org/en/content/volunteering-%E2%80%93-expression-agency-times-
polarisation-between-%E2%80%98winners-and-losers%E2%80%99. 

46  Dervishi, Vullnetarizmi ind shumëfunksional i shoqërisë, 16-17. 
47  Adem Tamo, Bakaj Besnik and Gjokutaj Egest, Besimi social dhe autoriteti institucional 

në demokracinë shqiptare [Social Trust and Institutional Authority in Albanian 
Democracy] (Tirana: Qershor, 2011), 39. 

48  Adrian Karatnycky, Alexander Motyl and Amanda Schnetzer, Albania. Nations in Transit 
2001, first edition (New York: Routledge, 2001), 59. 

49  Mălina Voicu and Bogdan Voicu, “Volunteers and Volunteering in Central and Eastern 
Europe,” Slovak Journal of Sociology 41 (2009): 539–563. 
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culture, by cultivating xenocentric tendencies.”50 This is why at this time 
Albanians were mostly keen to respond to calls from international organizations 
to participate in their activities, including volunteering activities. 

Another reason for the volunteering revival may be related to traditional 
cultural values, which re-emerged after the 1990s, such as the importance of 
friendship and family, although this mostly remained in the individual sphere of 
interest, not in that of the community, so it did not turn into a well-organized 
structured activity. Research by Mălina Voicu and Bogdan Voicu shows that in 
Albania, “friends have at least the same importance as family.”51 Close 
friendship often leads Albanians to provide help for friends on a completely 
voluntary basis. This cultural value is also demonstrated in popular proverbs 
such as “At risk and in need, friends should help each other” (“Në rrezik e në 
nevojë, shoku shokun ta ndihmojmë”) and “Better a friend than a treasure” 
(“Më mire një mik se një thesar”). Friends and significant others were crucial in 
managing everyday life and bureaucracy not only under communism but also 
during the early post-communist period. According to Bădescu, “trustworthy 
people are more likely to volunteer in associations.”52 Volunteering was not 
unfamiliar to Albanian society, but it was performed on a daily individual basis 
during this period, mostly connected to the idea of “helping each other” rather 
than volunteering.  

However, gradually in Albania, volunteering became considered an 
eminent part of civil society while mistrust in the state and its imposed 
volunteering, and later in the NGOs, gradually increased. The Civil Society 
Index reveals that Albanians “perceive civil society organizations mainly as a 
source of financial benefits,”53 making it difficult for people to join and trust 
voluntary community organizations to do volunteering. 

In 2016, the Albanian Parliament approved a new bill on volunteering (Law 
no. 45/2016) in order to make it an important factor in the development of Albanian 
society.54 It was based on similar models in the region nearby such as in Romania 
and in Italy, and it followed guidelines from the European Union and the United 
Nations. The law regulates voluntary work in order to increase civic engagement 
and the participation of individuals in social life in a more formal way to improve 
the quality of life in the community and the development of values of human 

 
50  Dervishi, Vullnetarizmi ind shumëfunksional i shoqërisë, 233. 
51  Voicu, “Volunteers and Volunteering,” 539–563. 
52  Gabriel Bădescu, “Social Trust and Democratization in the Post-communist Societies,” in 

Social Capital and the Transition to Democracy, eds. Gabriel Bădescu and Eric Uslaner 
(London and New York: Routledge Studies of Societies in Transition, 2003), 208-227, 227. 

53  “Civil Society Index for Albania,” Institute for Democracy and Mediation (2010), 30. 
54  Albanian Law on Volunteering, 45/2016, accessed May 12, 2019, https://resourcecentre. 

al/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/ligj-2016-04-28-45.pdf. 
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solidarity. The law considers volunteering to be a personal investment driven by 
“free will” (vullnet i lirë). According to this new law, 

 
“volunteering is an investment with free will of time, knowledge and skills for carrying 
out activities or services by a volunteer, to the benefit of a provider and/or a beneficiary of 
the voluntarism. Volunteering is carried out free of charge, without compensation or any 
other material benefit, except when this law provides otherwise.”55  
Even though the law was a very late achievement of the Albanian liberal 

democracy, it has contributed to giving a new and modern face to volunteering 
in line with the new type of volunteering in western Europe. 

One of the last formal achievements in this direction was the approval of 
the Ethical Code of the Volunteer (Vendim Nr. 506, datë 17.07.2019 – Decision 
No. 506 of 17.07.2019), which gives formal importance to volunteers in 
Albanian society and tries to preserve their role.  
 
 
Third Stage: Reconsidering Solidarity after November 2019 
 

Another crucial moment concerning volunteering was the devastating 
earthquake in Albania on 26 November 2019, mainly in Tirana, Durrës and their 
suburbs, which gave rise to a spontaneous strong mobilization of volunteers and 
a revival of the cultural value of the importance of friends and friendship in 
helping others at risk and in need. What Dervishi wrote in 2011, that during 
natural disasters the spirit of volunteering can be spontaneously reactivated,56 
was proved correct in 2019, as had previously happened in the case of the 1979 
Albanian earthquake. Hundreds of volunteers, university students and experts, 
including engineers, psychologists, doctors and nurses offered to help people in 
the days after the earthquake. Thousands of people responded to calls from 
numerous NGOs for volunteers during those days. The Albanian diaspora and 
Albanians from Kosovo also offered various forms of help and support for 
people in need after the 2019 earthquake.57 Thus, despite the shortcomings of 
Albanian democracy, it seems that in extraordinary situations the inner spirit of 
voluntarism comes alive in Albanian society (see table 1). 

 
 

 
55  Ibid. 
56  Dervishi, Vullnetarizmi indshumëfunksional i shoqërisë, 132. 
57  Elisa Gjerani and Eljona Ballhysa, “Heronjtë e vullnetarizmit në Shqipërinë pas tërmetit: 

qindra vullnetarë në terren dhe miliona euro të dhuruara,” [Heroes of Volunteering in 
Albania After the Earthquake: Hundred Volunteers in the Field and Millions of Euro 
Donated] Porta Vendore, December 6, 2019, accessed March 8, 2020, 
https://portavendore.al/2019/12/06/heronjte-e-vullnetarizmit-ne-shqiperine-pas-termetit-
qindra-vullnetare-ne-terren-dhe-miliona-euro-tedhururuara/. 
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Empirical Evidence: Volunteers’ Perceptions and Attitudes  
to Volunteering in Post-communist Albania 

 
The discussions with the focus groups were driven by the research 

questions that arose from the literature review. From these discussions, we 
identified different attitudes to volunteering: one that saw volunteering as 
strongly related to the Communist Party’s activities; the other that linked it to a 
natural desire to help others.  

Regarding the first group of research questions, among people born 
during the communist regime we identified two main perceptions. M. N., 71 
years old, stated: 
 

“To tell the truth, during the communist regime volunteering was imposed top-down. I 
mean, we carried out the party’s orders for voluntary activities, but it is not that we had 
any great will to do so. We were simply forced and did not discuss this, otherwise we 
would have had consequences. I remember the Sunday mornings when we had to go out 
to clean our common premises. It was so boring…” 

 
This first perception was found mostly among people who lived in urban 

areas. It was mainly related to volunteering as a process ideologized and 
glorified by the communist regime as the right thing to do. However, in the 
same focus group, we also identified a second perception, mostly among people 
who lived in rural areas. In this second case, people perceived volunteering 
mostly as a natural willingness related to the intrinsic needs of the community. 
Some people related volunteering to the need to help each other. E. SH, 68 
years old, said:  

 
“We were poor, and we had the same way of living, so helping each other was a way to 
survive. If I helped someone today, I would be helped tomorrow.” 

 
Two main attitudes to volunteering were identified in the older generation 

focus group. The first was a negative feeling about the state’s imposition of volunteer 
work during the communist regime and skepticism about the role of organizations 
which deal with volunteering today. M. Z., a 63-year-old woman, said: 

 
“I remember when I was 25 years old, my colleague and I had to participate in voluntary 
work on the highlands in a village around 20 km away from Durrës, the city where I lived. 
I had an eight-month-old baby, my husband was in hospital and my father was dying… I 
joined the voluntary work and the next day I escaped… I walked around 20 km because 
there were no cars on the road at that time… Please tell me, was this voluntary work?” 

 
The second attitude was a positive one highlighting the effects of 

volunteering. Despite its imposition by the state, people in the group over 45 
years old considered volunteering an important way to strengthen solidarity 
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between individuals, and in this regard, they were often nostalgic about 
volunteering. During her interview, M. L., a 67-year-old woman, mentioned: 

 
“When I remember my youth, I definitely remember my participation in volunteer 
work. I travelled a lot with a group of volunteers from one city to another. The buses 
were full of people singing and dancing. We were full of energy. Regarding the system 
at that time... [she paused for a while]. I think people make the system and we, through 
communication in small groups of friends, somehow neglected the pressure of the 
system. Personally, I enjoyed volunteering. During one of those activities, I met my 
husband [she smiles].” 
 

Some of the people from the older generation stated that volunteering was 
a way to make people aware that community feelings generated by volunteering 
activities are important for a healthy society. According to them, individualism, 
materialism and a lack of collaboration between people damage the cohesion of 
society. H. R., a 65-year-old woman, stated: 
 

“I still remember that feeling of solidarity created when we went on activities. We were 
all together and there were no differences between us. That sense of community is lost 
nowadays. Instead, we find selfishness and solitude. I miss the previous times.”  

 
It is important to mention that Albanian society before 1990 had the 

characteristics of a community (Gemeinschaft), using Tönnies’s term. Not only 
because until 1989 only 35 per cent of the population lived in urban zones and 
65 per cent in rural zones58 but also because of the community values promoted 
by the communist regime. Albanian society seemed to function as a community. 
Using Tönnies’s framework, communities (Gemeinschaft) are based on natural 
will (Wesenwille), which is why in their interviews the participants from the 
older generation tended to value the feeling of solidarity during volunteering 
actions of that time and were even nostalgic about it. This form of volunteering 
is considered traditional, related to values and aspirations and not so much to 
personal growth as in modern volunteering. As the interviews with M. Z. and H. 
R. showed, despite its imposition by the communist regime, in local small 
communities, voluntary work used to create a space for cultivating positive 
feelings and personal relations between people. 

The respondents from the younger generation generally considered 
volunteering to be very helpful in creating contacts with new people, as a way 
of becoming open-minded sociable active citizens and a way to find a job in the 
future. It seems that this perception is influenced by its systemic function. Using 
Parson’s framework, this form of volunteering is related more to the 
‘conditional’ form of volunteering (functional problems of the social system) 

 
58  Banka Botërore, “Vlerësim I Sektorit Urban Në Shqipëri,” [Evaluation of Urban Sector in 

Albania] Raport no. 37277-AL (January 2017): 4. 
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than to the ‘normative’ one. E. Z., 25 years old, stressed a change in her views 
about participating in volunteering activities: 
 

“When I started university, I became a member of a political forum. I was often invited 
to volunteering activities such as cleaning the beach of my city, helping children in need 
etc. and at first, I participated of my own free will. The bad thing was that these 
volunteer commitments were generated more on the eve of elections, so my desire to 
take part in them began to decline. After two years I decided to participate in an NGO related 
to youth issues. I’m more optimistic about volunteering in that NGO. I have gathered a lot of 
experience. I have met many people and I have done a lot of beautiful things, helping people 
in need. Now I feel more confident and more able to serve our society.” 

 
The interviewee admits the tendency of political parties to use 

volunteering as a mechanism to engage people, and especially young ones, to be 
useful for society, using it in their campaigns before local and national 
elections. This is why people influenced by the past often mistrust political 
parties’ calls for volunteers. 

In the focus group, young people affirmed that before they participated in 
volunteering activities, they were skeptical about their value, being influenced 
mostly by their parents’ opinions about participation in volunteer work. A. P., a 
young girl of 23, said: 
 

“My father tells me that before the 1990s the state obliged people to participate in 
voluntary work. Meanwhile, today it is the NGOs that profit from people, especially 
young people, volunteering. According to him, instead of wasting time on volunteering it 
is better to do a paid job because we still need to meet our basic needs.” 

 
Many people who lived a part of their lives during the communist regime 

perceived volunteering as imposed, and they have kept this same prejudice after 
the 1990s. The interviewee above showed that parents try to transmit their 
perceptions to their children, so the perceptions of the young generation cannot 
be entirely separate from those of the older generation. Some of the people who 
are more than 45 years old were skeptical about the way volunteering is 
practiced today in Albania. They considered the role of organizations which 
deal with volunteering to be inappropriate and not entirely transparent about the 
work of volunteers.  

Regarding the second research question, the data gathered from the focus 
groups show that during the communist regime altruism-based motives, as 
classified by Handy at al., and social motives related to social pressure, drove 
the volunteering process. K. Q., a male 58-year-old, said: 
 

“On the one hand, it was pressure from above to take part in actions such as constructing 
railways, agricultural work, clean-ups etc. On the other hand, there was a feeling of 
common solidarity between people which drove our everyday life. Before the 1990s, I 
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lived in a small city and in my community that solidarity was as a kind of reaction to the 
pressure coming from above.” 

 
Referring to the division of values found by the World Values System 

(WVS) presented by Inglehart and Welzel, before the 1990s, Albania was based 
on traditional values. Even though religion did not play an important role in 
social cohesion in the Albanian context, at least after the 1960s traditional 
family and community values, on the one hand, and state authority, on the other, 
drove social life at the micro-sociological level. 

In the transitional phase after the 1990s, Albanian society was 
characterized by materialistic/survival values rather than values of self-
realization. The role of traditional values was reduced, as was that of state 
authority. According to Inglehart and Welzer, survival values place emphasis on 
economic and physical security. It is linked with a low level of trust and 
tolerance.59 This is why the embrace of volunteerism was weak, which is 
reflected in the attitude of the older generation regarding volunteering after the 
fall of the communist system. 

As the WVS has shown, intergenerational perceptions and attitudes 
change in basic values relating to politics, economic life, religion, gender roles, 
family norms etc.60 The values of the younger generation differ consistently 
from those prevailing among the older generation, particularly in societies that 
have experienced an economic change. This is why their perceptions about 
volunteering differ as well. 

According to the young generation, volunteering is driven by utilitarian 
motives more than altruism-based motives. This was clearly demonstrated by E. 
K., a 31-year-old female: 

 
“Well, I have participated as a volunteer in many associations: associations for children, 
women, youth organizations. It was a very important experience that helped me a lot to 
create contacts and to know the work of NGOs. I have travelled around Europe as well 
using the volunteering network.” 

 
Regarding our last group of research questions, the data from the focus 

group with people more than 45 years old show that, despite being under the 
tutelage of the communist regime, voluntarism associated with a sense of 
solidarity and a desire to help one another closely resembles the old model 
characterized by altruistic values in Fényes and Pusztai’s theory. E. SH, 68 
years old, mentioned: 

 
59  Ronald Inglehart and Chris Welzel, Modernization, Cultural Change and Democracy: The 

Human Development Sequence (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 49, 54. 
60  Ronald Inglehart and Chris Welzel, The WVS Cultural Map of the World (2013), accessed 

June 8, 2020, https://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSContents.jsp?CMSID=findings& 
CMSID.  
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“It was very natural to help others at the time. We were all together, all the same. I 
remember a slogan: ‘one for all and all for one.’ I remembered once when my sister got 
married. We organized the ceremony at home. All the residents in the neighborhood came 
to help us. We cleaned the yard and painted the house. Some brought chairs and some 
tables from their homes. It came to us quite naturally. Despite the political indoctrination 
of the time, I see volunteering as a positive action.” 

 
In the data from the focus group with people born after the collapse of the 

communist regime, we identified the mixed model of volunteering suggested by 
Fényes and Pusztai. The focus group discussion also showed a tendency 
towards volunteering in its new type related to career development and personal 
growth. J. Z., 35 years old, mentioned: 
 

“I frequented an association called Action Plus during the stage period in the last year of 
the bachelor university program. During that time, I participated in many volunteering 
actions dealing with raising awareness about sexual education. I think I helped a lot of 
people and I learned a lot that influenced the start of my career. But now I have to focus 
more on my paid work. I need to work to manage my life.” 

 
Volunteering appeared more as organized work, with voluntary 

organizations serving as bridges between citizens and the state. Based on 
Fényes and Pusztai’s analysis, the “mixed model seems to both contain the aim 
of helping people on the one hand, and the desire for personal growth on the 
other”61 (see Table 2). 

 
 

Conclusions 
 

Studying willingness to volunteer in Albania remains a very difficult task. 
In the literature, we identified three phases in the transformation of volunteering 
after the collapse of the communist regime. After 1990, Albanian people 
continued to rely on the state as an unintended legacy from the previous regime. 
This perception was strongly present in the first phase of post-communist 
volunteering. It is characterized by neglecting and refusing to volunteer. In a 
country where the welfare system was far from developed and society suffered a 
low rate of employment, volunteering was not used to obtain some first working 
experience or to strengthen solidarity among citizens. People still considered it 
an unpaid activity through which others may profit. What happened was that, 

 
61  Hajnalka Fényes and Gabriella Pusztai, “Religiosity and Volunteering among Higher 

Education Students in the Partium Region,” in Students in a Cross-Border Region. Higher 
Education for Regional Social Cohesion, eds. Zoltán Györgyi and Zoltán Nagy (Oradea: 
Editura Universității din Oradea, 2012), 147-167.  
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after the collapse of the regime in 1990, state pressure to volunteer ceased to 
exist and the willingness of people to volunteer decreased as a result of “a 
deformed volunteering culture,”62 a consequence of the pressure from the state 
in all eastern European countries.  

Starting around 1997, international organizations played a crucial role in 
refreshing the volunteering spirit among Albanians. As a country with a high 
Gini coefficient, the proof of a polarized society which needed economic and 
financial aid, Albania became a target of NGOs and international organizations 
which helped revitalize the culture of volunteering in the country. This 
represents the second phase in Albanian attitudes toward volunteering. A third 
phase is represented by the November 2019 earthquake, in which great 
solidarity and active volunteering took place. However, it is necessary to find 
out whether this moment signaled a new phase in the Albanian reality or it was 
just a passing moment. 

The will to volunteer in post-communist Albania is being transformed. 
There is a tendency among young people to shape new models of volunteering 
based on new utilitarian motives and socialization into volunteering through 
NGOs, as opposed to the altruism-based and social pressure motives that drove 
volunteering during the communism period. The missing element in Albanian 
society, as identified in this study, is the contemporary modern dimension of 
voluntarism, the third type, in which volunteering is considered by the young to 
be a way to promote and realize themselves in a new career, or even before they 
start working. Despites this, past experiences of the political culture during the 
communist regime still shape people’s perceptions and attitudes to volunteering. 
The widespread idea that it is the state that runs volunteering has merely been 
replaced by a mentality that NGOs or political parties have to run it. This 
mentality has weakened citizens’ engagement in volunteering, but the will to 
volunteer still remains intrinsic in Albanian society and is generated in the most 
difficult social situations in the Albanian reality.  

  

 
62  Silló, “The Development of Volunteering.”, 108. 
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Annexes 
 
Table 1: Periodization of the willingness to volunteer from 1990 to 2019 
Stage The structure of 

political opportunity  
General features of 
volunteering 

Relevant examples or types 

First 
stage:  
1990-
1997 

 

The democracy score in 
1997 was 4.55. 

Weak approach to 
volunteering immediately 
after communism.  
A certain ‘stigmatization 
of solidarity’ took place in 
Albanian society.  

There was a desire to become 
rich as soon as possible, a 
mindset which certainly did 
not encourage volunteering 
being a first choice. 

Second 
stage: 
1998-
2018 
 

The political regime in 
Albania (from 2006 to 
2010) was classified as 
semi-consolidated. The 
level of corruption was 
between a minimum of 
2.75 and a maximum of 
6.00. The democracy 
score was between 3.96 
and 4.75. The GINI 
coefficient started to 
increase. During 2010-
2016, there was a 
decrease in the 
democracy score and 
the regime was 
classified as 
transitional/hybrid. 
 

A limited revitalization of 
volunteering. An 
increasing polarization of 
Albanian society after 
1996 drew attention to the 
need to help poor people, 
especially by non-
governmental and 
volunteering 
organizations. The level of 
Albanians’ trust in 
international institutions 
increased significantly. 
Gradually volunteering 
became considered an 
eminent part of civil 
society, while mistrust in 
the state and its imposed 
volunteering and later in 
NGOs gradually increased. 
There was an attempt to 
regulate voluntarism with 
legal instruments. 

There was a revival of 
volunteering in Albania. An 
interesting example is the 
reaction of the population to 
the Kosovo crisis, which 
demonstrated a spirit of 
volunteerism. There was a 
tendency to respond to calls 
from NGOs for volunteers, 
especially by the young. The 
Civil Society Index revealed 
that Albanians “perceive civil 
society organizations mainly 
as a source of financial 
benefits,” making it difficult 
for people to join and trust 
voluntary community 
organizations. A law on 
volunteering contributed to 
giving a new modern face to 
volunteering, in line with the 
new type of volunteering in 
western Europe. 

Third 
stage:  
end of 
2019 

The political regime in 
Albania continued to be 
classified as 
transitional/hybrid. 
  

A reconsideration of 
solidarity. 

The spirit of volunteering was 
spontaneously reactivated 
during the natural disaster of 
the earthquake on 26 
November 2019.  

Source: authors’ own elaboration.63 
  

 
63  Freedom House, “Nation in Transit 2006: Albania,” accessed January 12, 2021, 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/meetdocs/2004_2009/documents/fd/dsee20061010_12/
dsee20061010_12en.ppd; Institute for Democracy and Mediation, “Civil Society Index 
for Albania,” 30. 
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Table 2: Models of volunteering according to the generations born before and after 1990 
Generation Perception of 

volunteering 
Values and motives that 
drive volunteering  

Models of 
volunteering  

The generation 
born before the 
1990s 

- Volunteering before the 
1990s as an activity 
imposed by the state 
(conditional form of 
volunteering according to 
Parsons) 
- Volunteering before the 
1990s generated by a 
sense of common 
solidarity (a natural will, 
according to Tönnies) 
- Skeptical about the way 
volunteering is practiced 
today in Albania, 
considering the role of the 
organizations which deal 
with volunteering as 
inappropriate and not 
entirely transparent about 
the work of volunteers. 

Traditional values, 
according to Inglehart 
and Welzer. 
Social pressure motives 
and altruism-based 
motives according to 
Handy et al. 

Old model 
according 
to Fényes and 
Pusztai. 

The generation 
born after the 
1990s 

- Volunteering as an 
activity directed by NGOs 
and political parties  
(a conditional process, 
according to Parsons). 
- Volunteering as an 
activity to make career 
progress. 

Survival values 
according to Inglehart 
and Welzer. 
Utilitarian motives of 
volunteering  
according to Handy et al. 
 

Mixed model and 
a slight tendency 
toward the new 
model according 
to Fényes and 
Pusztai. 

Source: authors’ own elaboration. 
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Abstract 
After a comparatively mild first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic, Croatia held parliamentary 
elections in July 2020. The incumbent Croatian Democratic Union (HDZ) obtained a sufficiently 
good result to allow them to form a governing coalition with some small parties and members of 
parliament representing national minorities. However, increasing voter dissatisfaction with the 
status quo and the traditional electoral offering from the HDZ on the right and the SDP-led bloc 
on the left can be discerned in the record low turnout and the highest share of the vote for parties 
challenging the status quo so far. All this, as well as the results of the presidential and European 
Parliament elections, indicate that the party system is far from stable. This article offers context 
and explanations about the elections that are important for understanding what they mean and 
what the future might have in store for the Croatian party system. 
 
Keywords: legislative elections, Croatia, party system, COVID-19, voter disatisfaction. 

 
 

Introduction 
 
Croatia held parliamentary elections in July 2020, after a comparatively 

mild first wave of the COVID-19 epidemic. In March, the country went into a 
two-month long lockdown, which was slowly lifted in May, after the number of 
COVID-19 cases fell into the low single digits, with days where no cases were 
registered. At this time, the Christian Democrat-led government decided to 
bring the elections forward by three months. The public health response at the 
beginning of the crisis was generally viewed as competent by the public and the 
media, the economic response, though not particularly generous, was mostly 
seen as adequate.1 According to the results of a cross-national online survey 
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ordered by the European Parliament and conducted in late April 2020, in Croatia, 
68% of respondents were very or fairly satisfied with the measures taken by the 
government.2 The decision to call early elections was therefore seen by some as 
one calculated to maximize electoral gain by capitalizing on the goodwill 
accumulated in the early part of 2020 and avoid paying the bill for a likely spike 
in infections later in the year or the economic hit of the pandemic.3 

The plan worked: the Croatian Democratic Union (HDZ) stayed in 
control of a government coalition, with support from two smaller parties and 
Members of Parliament (MPs) representing the national minorities. Still, the 
Croatian party system is in the midst of important changes. There are signs of 
voter disillusionment with the status quo. New parties are attempting to 
capitalize on voter dissatisfaction on both the right and the left, challenging the 
position of the mainstream parties (both the Christian Democrats and the Social 
Democrats). In the not-so-distant future, neither of these two parties may be 
indispensable for a governmental coalition anymore. 

 
 

The Croatian Parliament and Electoral System 
 
The Parliament (Sabor) has one chamber and 151 members. There are 

twelve constituencies: ten multi-member geographical constituencies for 
Croatians in the country, and two special ones, the first for Croatians residing 
abroad and the second one for people registered and wishing to vote as national 
minorities. In each of the ten multi-member geographical constituencies, 
fourteen MPs are elected. Croatian residents abroad elect three MPs, and 
another eight seats are reserved for MPs representing the minorities.  

Seats allocated to the ten geographic constituencies within Croatia and 
the constituency of Croatians abroad are filled through a list of a proportional 
representation system with a preferential element. Voters cast a vote for a list 
and can express a preference for one person from the list. If the person gets 
more than 10% of the vote, they are moved to the top of that party’s list in that 
constituency; otherwise, the original order on the lists is maintained. There is a 

 
 

Helen Tatlow, “A global panel database of pandemic policies (Oxford COVID-19 
Government Response Tracker),” Nature Human Behaviour, no 5, (2021): 529-538. 

2  “Uncertainty/EU/Hope. Public Opinion in Times of Covid-19,” (Brussels: European 
Parliament, 2000), accessed May 15, 2021, https://www.europarl.europa.eu/at-your-
service/files/beheard/eurobarometer/2020/public_opinion_in_the_eu_in_time_of_coronav
irus_crisis/report/en-covid19-survey-report.pdf. 

3  Anja Vladisavljevic, “Croatian Parliament Dissolved Ahead of Summer Elections,” 
Balkan Insight, May 18, 2020, accessed May 10, 2021, https://balkaninsight.com/ 
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5% threshold at the electoral district level for winning seats in the district and a 
gender quota requiring that at least 40% of a party list be made up of women.4 

Seats reserved for minorities are filled through six majoritarian races: one 
race for three seats reserved for the Serb minority, and five separate races for 
the remaining five minority seats, dedicated to twenty-one officially recognized 
minorities. Voters registered as belonging to one of these minority groups can 
either vote for a minority seat or for a geographic constituency.5 

 
 

New Dynamics in the Croatian Party System 
 
Aside from the pandemic, a piece of context that is key to understanding 

the 2020 elections is the fact that they took place against the backdrop of 
growing challenges to the established party system by new political actors, 
across the political spectrum. 

Since independence in 1991, the two most important parties in Croatian 
politics have been the Croatian Democratic Union (HDZ) and the Social 
Democratic Party (SDP). One of the two has been in government at any given 
time. The center-right Croatian Democratic Union (HDZ), a member of the 
European People’s Party (EPP), was the ruling party in 1990-2000; 2003-2011 
and from 2016 onwards. The HDZ leader Andrej Plenković has been Prime 
Minister since 2016. The center-left Social Democratic Party (SDP), a member 
of the Party for European Socialists, was in power in 2000-2003 and 2011-
2016. Over time there was increasing fragmentation, however. At the moment, 
for example, there are more than a dozen groups in Parliament. 

In the emerging party system dynamic, there are two feasible government 
formulas. The first is an ideologically proximate coalition of old and new 
parties of the left and right. The second is a coalition of established parties of 
the left and right based on their common understanding about the mode of 
governance, or more specifically, about the role of political parties in the system 
of governance. A coalition between new parties of the left and right is not a 
mathematically feasible option right now, but it might become so in the future, 
as the electoral support of the established parties is likely to decline further. 

Challenges to the established party system began after the 2011 
parliamentary elections and gathered pace after the 2015 and 2016 
parliamentary elections, when the formation of a new government was 
impossible without the support of new parties or without some form of 

 
4  “Izbori za zastupnike u Hrvatski Sabor” [Elections for Members of the Croatian 

Parliament], State Election Commission, 2020, https://www.izbori.hr/site/UserDocs 
Images/479. 

55  Croatian Parliamentary Elections Act (updated 2015), https://www.legislationline.org/ 
download/id/7663/file/Croatia_Parliamentary_Elections_Act_2003_am2015_en.pdf. 
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collaboration between established parties of the left and right block. 
Governments formed after elections in 2015 and 2016 initially included HDZ 
and the initially centrist and later increasingly conservative Most (Bridge of 
Independent Lists), established in 2012. In early 2017, after the breakup of HDZ-
Most coalition, the left liberal Croatian People’s Party (HNS), which was a part of 
the leftist bloc since 1990s, joined the HDZ to form a governing coalition. 

The elections of 2020 saw the continuation of this trend. Four parties or 
coalitions of new parties founded after 2015 – two on the conservative right, 
one on the left and one in the center – gained seats in parliament, alongside 
HDZ- and SDP-led coalitions (Table 2). Another two seats were taken by two 
parties emerging from the rump of the liberal Croatian People’s Party (HNS), 
which splintered in 2017, after some members left the party citing 
dissatisfaction with the party’s decision to join an HDZ-led coalition (Table 2). 

 
 
The Croatian Parties and Their Strategies over Time 
 
The presidential elections held in December of 2019 and January of 2020 

offered a preview of this. Miroslav Škoro, a serious challenger from outside the 
HDZ and SDP, joined the presidential race and, for a while, seemed poised to 
win the presidency. Škoro’s candidacy was ushered in by several related 
political developments that took place since 2013.  

After 2013, the leadership of HDZ followed a strategy of shifting the 
focus from the economic crisis and corruption scandals to cultural and symbolic 
issues. This was meant to draw attention away from issues that marred the HDZ 
government record before the 2011 elections and, at the same time, show that 
the SDP-led government lacked public support, since the majority of the 
population supported a conservative agenda. The HDZ sought to mobilize the 
electorate on the right side of the political spectrum, in particular, with a heavily 
cultural and symbolic agenda and to capitalize on the increasing activity of 
religious and right-wing activists in civil society, who were engaged in the 
cultural struggle against what was perceived as the left-leaning civil society and 
media and their social influence.  

There were reasons to believe that such a strategy would pay off. The 
cultural dimension has a strong impact on voting behavior in Croatia. Political 
sympathies seem rooted more in attitudes about cultural and historical issues 
than economic attitudes;6 as such, it seems to be party sympathies that influence 

 
6  Goran Čular, “Koncept lijevog i desnog u empirijskoj političkoj znanosti: značenje, 

razumijevanje, struktura, sadržaj,” [The concept of left and right in empirical political 
science: meaning, understanding, structure, content] Politička misao 36, no 1 (1999): 153-
168; Andrija Henjak, “Determinante ideološke samoidentifikacije hrvatskih birača na 
parlamentarnim izborima 2003. Godine,” [Determinants of ideological self-identification 
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certain policy positions.7 Polarization between the HDZ and SDP supporters has 
been growing, and on both sides the share of more moderate supporters appears 
to be going down, and cultural attitudes have become key predictors of support 
for HDZ or SDP.8  

Still, this strategy of polarization failed to win majority support, and the 
HDZ was unable to form a single-party government after the 2015 elections. 
Instead, the coalition with Most – which was still centrist at the time – was the 
only option, but it proved to be a cumbersome affair, as the two partners 
fundamentally disagreed about governance issues. The government fell apart 
within six months, with the proximate cause being the issue of involvement of 
HDZ than leader Tomislav Karamarko in the selling of national oil company 
INA to Hungarian MOL and his attitude toward the legal case against MOL 
taken by previous government. Karamarko was forced to resign and was 
replaced with Andrej Plenković. 

After initially bad polling results, Plenković managed to take HDZ to a 
clear victory in the 2016 elections. As Prime Minister, he took a more centrist 
course9 and marginalized many figures and smaller parties from the more 
radical segment of the political right, earning their enduring enmity. The HDZ 
again partnered up with Most, who at the time was slowly starting its shift from 
the center towards a more conservative position.  

The new coalition of HDZ and Most suffered from pretty much the same 
problems as their first one. The parties disagreed about multiple issues related to 
government reform, reform of local government, judiciary and other related 
governance issues. The final straw was the bankruptcy of the largest company 
in Croatia, the Agrokor conglomerate, and contention within the government 
about the rescue effort. Most tried to bring down the government again, but this 
time the more centrist HDZ was able to form a coalition with part of the 

 
 

among Croatian voters in the 2003 parliamentary elections], Politička misao 42, no. 2 
(2005): 81-110; Nedad Zakošek and Čular Goran, “Croatia,” in Handbook of Political 
Change in Eastern Europe, ed. Sten Bergund, Joakim Erman, and Frank H. Arebrot, 
(Chentelham: Edward Elgar Publishing, 2004), 451-492. 

7  Goran Čular, “Stranačka identifikacija i potpora demokraciji u Hrvatskoj,” [Party 
identification and support for democracy in Croatia] Politička misao 40, no 4, (2003): 3-
24; Andrija Henjak, “Values or interests: economic determinants of voting behavior in the 
2007 Croatian parliamentary elections,” Politička misao 44, no. 05 (2007): 71-90. 

8  Višeslav Raos, “Ideology, Partisanship, and Change: Voter Profiles of Main Political 
Parties in Croatia,” Politička misao 56, no. 03 & 04 (2019): 7-28. 

9  Andrew Byrne, “Croatia’s conservatives reject rightwing populism with new leader,” 
Financial Times, July 18, 2016, https://www.ft.com/content/f5ccfc5e-4825-11e6-8d68-
72e9211e86ab; Tena Prelec, “Croatia’s local elections: Key takeaways and the duels to 
watch in the second round,” LSE Blogs, June 1, 2017, accessed May 15, 2021, 
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/europpblog/2017/06/01/croatia-local-elections-2017/. 
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Croatian People Party, national minority representatives and a few MPs from 
several smaller parties.10  

After the shift of HDZ toward the center, signaled also by its ratification 
of the Istanbul convention, the coalition between HDZ and liberals was another 
red flag for the right-wing activists, civil society groups and smaller parties.11 
From then on, their overarching objective was the replacement of Andrej 
Plenković as HDZ leader and the creation of the Homeland bloc, which would 
win a majority and take Croatia in the direction of Orban’s Hungary. The period 
between 2017 and presidential elections in 2019 was spent in constant sniping 
from the right at Plenković, with conservative activists and parties, most notably 
his former partners from Most trying to challenge the prime minister at every 
opportunity available. At the same time, SDP, under the leadership of lackluster 
Davor Bernardić tried to find a new direction, but instead lurched from one 
crisis to the other, with multiple attempts to replace Bernardić resulting in more 
infighting, expulsions and suspensions of prominent figures from the party. 
Meanwhile, a new challenger on the left was emerging, in the form of a 
coalition of civil society groups, smaller left parties and activists initially 
contesting local elections in Zagreb in 2017 and slowly preparing to move to 
contest national elections by expanding its reach and forming coalitions with 
grass roots activists on the left throughout Croatia. Eventually these groups 
would coalesce around the Možemo (We can) coalition, one of the new entrants 
to the Croatian Parliament in 2020. 

 
 

Economic and Social Context 
 
In the social and economic sphere, apart from the Covid pandemic 

immediately preceding elections, Croatia was suffering from relative economic 
stagnation and society was suffering from the lack of clear direction for the 
future and clear idea about the position of Croatia within the European Union.  

The expiration of restrictions on the free movement of labor from Croatia 
produced mass emigration of mostly younger Croatians, particularly from the 
east of the country, towards countries of Western Europe.12 And despite the 

 
10  Sven Milekic, “HDZ Embraces Opponents to Remain in Croatia Government,” Balkan 

Insight, June 14, 2017, accessed May 15, 2021, https://balkaninsight.com/2017/06/14/hdz-
embraces-opponents-to-remain-in-croatia-govt-06-13-2017/. 

11  Sven Milekic, “Croatian Conservatives Protest Against Anti-Violence Treaty,” Balkan 
Insight, April 13, 2018, accessed May 15, 2021, https://balkaninsight.com/2018/04/13/ 
anti-istanbul-convention-protesters-turn-against-croatian-pm-04-13-2018/. 

12  Ivan Čipin and Ilieva Nadezhda, Coping with Demographic Decline in Croatia and 
Bulgaria, (Zagreb: Friedrich Ebert Stiftung), 2017, accessed May 15, 2021, 
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migrant pressures on the eastern border that were a permanent presence since 
the 2015, it was emigration – rather than immigration – that was the more 
important topic for the public since 2017. Emigration affected the region of 
Slavonia most of all, which suffered huge population exodus especially among 
the working age population, and turned what was once a fertile and prosperous 
region into a symbol of Croatia’s failure to direct its own development and take 
advantage of opportunities of EU membership.13  

The Croatian industry was largely unable to secure new markets in 
Europe, and consequently continues to be heavily dependent on tourism while 
suffering from an inability to develop strong service sector and seriously 
lacking innovation capacity needed to increase competitiveness. This resulted in 
Croatia moving from the second position, just after Slovenia, in GDP per capita 
among former communist countries in 1990 to one of the EU Member States 
with the lowest GDP per capita.14 In the years preceding the 2020 elections, 
country experienced the collapse of Agrokor conglomerate - the largest 
company in the country, controlling a large segment of the still competitive 
food processing industry - and the bankruptcy of the bulk of the shipbuilding 
industry, one of the few remaining industries in Croatia with notable innovative 
and export potential.15 At the same time, government attempted to raise the 
retirement age led to strong public opposition, with trade unions mobilizing almost 
a quarter of the electorate in support of a referendum against this measure. 

In this context of economic stagnation, of mass emigration of the most 
productive segments of the population, of lack of clear direction for the future 
development, a lack of clear vision about the position of Croatia within the EU 
and an increase in economically protectionist sentiment among the public, a 
number of political actors using populist appeals emerged and tried to mobilize 
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Working Paper, no 35 (Washington, DC: World Bank), 2020, https://openknowledge. 
worldbank.org/handle/10986/32300. 

14  Eurostat, “Real GDP per capita [SDG_08_10]”. accessed May 12, 2021. 
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/bookmark/e7b26dfc-f399-4ae7-9727-
2feb90e947e7?lang=en. 

15  “Croatia’s shipbuilders struggle to stay afloat,” France24, December 19, 2018, accessed 
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public anxiety and discontent with messages calling for the complete overhaul 
of the system.  

While the ideological struggle of the right was being played out very 
publicly as conservative and nationalist groups openly challenged HDZ party 
leadership after it had moved to a more centrist position after 2016 under the 
leadership of Andrej Plenković, what received less attention was a significant 
increase in political discontent and alienation from politics among large 
segments of the electorate, especially among younger cohorts and those in an 
economically vulnerable position. Some signs of this were declining turnout, 
which hit its lowest point in 2016, an increase in support for new political 
actors, especially those with strongly populist messages, an increasing ease in 
mobilizing social actors in protest against the government and an increase in the 
sentiment of economic insecurity among the public (Table 1).  

 
 

The Run-up to the 2020 Elections 
 
All these developments set the stage for three elections taking place in 

2019 and 2020, where the challengers on the right expected to take down prime 
minister Plenković, and the left was expected to demonstrate its electoral 
weakness, which would allow them to free themselves of their ineffectual 
leadership and create new and more credible political organizations. At the 
same time, it was widely expected that populist political actors challenging the 
system wholesale would take a significant portion of the electorate.  

In the European elections held in the middle of 2019 the conservative 
right-wing political groups had a strong showing, taking about 23% of the vote, 
while another 13% was taken by more populist political parties. HDZ scored it 
weakest result ever and SDP did even worse, though it gained more seats due to 
the fact that it was not running as a part of the coalition. Shortly after the EP 
elections, one of the populist parties, Živi Zd, descended into rather petty 
partisan infighting over who would be the holder of their single seat in the 
European Parliament, while the one-man band Tomislav Kolakušić largely 
disappeared from the scene, seemingly content with being an MEP.  

The presidential race of December 2019 – January 2020 offered a 
preview of what was to come in the parliamentary elections. These elections 
saw the emergence of a serious challenger candidate, who for a while seemed 
poised to win the presidency: former folk singer, television personality and 
former HDZ member Miroslav Škoro. 

The presidential race was essentially a three-way contest between 
incumbent Kolinda Grabar Kitarović, former SDP prime minister (and ultimate 
winner) Zoran Milanović and a third candidate who at the time tried to capture 
broad protest vote, Miroslav Škoro. During the campaign Škoro appeared to 
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have serious chances of winning elections, as he enjoyed relatively wide support 
across the political spectrum, but the entry into the race of a number of other 
candidates seeking the protest vote and his inability to stick to the centrist 
message, and increasing turn to the right reduced his chances. Though Škoro 
failed to enter into the second round, he did pose a credible challenge to the 
candidates of HDZ and SDP. Conservative activists, commentators and 
politicians in the election night interpreted his result as a sign that Prime Minister 
and HDZ leader Plenković is in a serious trouble, and that conservative voters are 
deserting HDZ and a looking for a new option. However, as the polls showed, 
those commentators overlooked the fact that Škoro gained significant support also 
from the centrist and left voters dissatisfied with the political status quo. 

 
 
Party Alignments and Tactics Going into the Election 
 
Legislative elections would have been due in the fall of 2020, but a 

majority of MPs (105 out of 151) voted to dissolve Parliament in May 2020. 
Starting in March 2020, the government had put in place increasingly stringent 
measures to control the spread of the virus, which peaked between late March 
and late April (at 96 on the 0-100 Stringency Index of the The Oxford COVID-
19 Government Response Tracker) and gradually eased afterwards.16 At the 
time the elections were called, Croatia had a low Coronavirus case count: on 
May 17, Croatia had a seven-day rolling average of 0.14 cases/100 thousand 
residents (the EU average was 1.18). That count had gone up significantly by 
the time the elections rolled around (reaching 1.6 on July 5 in Croatia, 
compared to an EU-average of 0.9).17 Government figures argued that it would 
be best to organize elections in the summer because a second wave of Covid 
infections could interfere with fall elections. Some opposition figures and 
analysists argued that the government was attempting to rush elections to 
forestall a hit to its popularity that might come later, as a result of its handling 
of the pandemic and the near-inevitable economic consequences of the 
pandemic (since tourism is a major sector of the economy).18 

 
16  Hale et al., “A global panel database of pandemic policies,” 529-538. 
17  “New confirmed cases of Covid-19 in Croatia and European Union”, May 11, 2021, 

accessed May 12, 2020, https://ig.ft.com/coronaviruschart/?areas=hrv&areas= eur&areas 
Regional=usnj&areasRegional=usca&areasRegional=usnd&areasRegional=ussd&areasR
egional=usmi&cumulative=0&logScale=1&per100K=1&startDate=2020-03-
01&values=cases. 

18  Corinne Deloy, “Left and right running neck and neck in Croatia,” Foundation Robert 
Schuman, June 15, 2020, https://www.robert-schuman.eu/en/eem/1882-left-and-right-
running-neck-and-neck-in-croatia; Republic of Croatia. Parliamentary Elections 5 July 
2020. ODIHR Election Assessment Mission Final Report, (Warsaw: ODIHR, 2020) 
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The electoral campaign for parliamentary elections was largely curtailed 
by the COVID-19 pandemic, and new political actors trying to take positions 
for parliamentary elections were reduced to online campaigning. Apart from 
Most, which existed from 2015, a number of new challengers contested 
elections. An electoral alliance of left parties, activists and civil society groups 
that had emerged in Zagreb rallied around the political platform Možemo (We 
Can). Miroslav Škoro formed a new political party called Domovinski pokret 
(Homeland Movement) which soon entered a coalition with another platform of 
radical conservative parties called Croatian sovereigntists. Finally, a group of 
three centrist and economically liberal parties, all formed relatively recently, 
forged a fourth coalition which seemingly had a chance to score a relevant 
electoral result.  

Before the elections, Most undertook a significant overhaul of its internal 
organization, as it shifted toward recruiting some prominent conservative 
intellectuals and commentators while shedding some centrist members of 
parliament from the initial days of the party for not being in tune with the party 
new course. Getting rid of its image of a centrist party, Most gambled on 
attracting younger conservative voters, and this gamble seemed to be paying off 
as the date of elections was moving closer.  

The electoral campaign revealed to all that Homeland movement was in 
fact a conservative political party, with a nationalist agenda and led by a leader 
which cannot credibly describe himself as an outsider. The campaign also 
showed that Miroslav Škoro does not really have political skills need for a 
leader of a movement seeking power, and his increasing turn to conservative 
nationalist rhetoric was slowly eroding support for Homeland movement. This 
was not helped by his association with the clearly conservatives and nationalist 
groups such as Croatian sovereignists.  

Možemo on the other hand, and mostly on the basis of their strong 
support in the city of Zagreb, slowly gained both relevance and credibility on 
the national scene, and became a relevant challenger to SDP on the left by 
offering progressive and green policies. The only liberal group, the coalition of 
three centrist and liberal parties was struggling to form a clear narrative and was 
building its appeal on anti-corruption rhetoric and liberal economic policies. 
However, the public, which shifted even more toward the direction of economic 
protectionism, was not overly keen on these policies.  

Of the two main parties, SDP clearly had a problem with lack of appeal 
and an unattractive leader. It was also not helped by the absence of some of its 
prominent members which were not placed on the list due to their opposition 

 
 

https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/b/4/465120_0.pdf, Vladisavljevic, “Croatian 
Parliament Dissolved Ahead of Summer Elections.” 
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towards party leader. The party ran a lackluster campaign and it did not look 
like a credible alternative to HDZ.  

HDZ, on the other hand, was confidently riding into the elections after 
largely competently handling the first wave of Covid and generally being able 
to handle initial discontent of government economic response. HDZ was, 
however, pressured from the right, with both Homeland Movement (DP) and 
Most both pledging not to go into coalition with it as long as Andrej Plenković 
is the leader. Both Most and DP were appealing to the HDZ electorate and 
counting that poor showing in the elections would force Plenković and his team 
from the party and would open the way for a conservative coalition of 
Homeland movement, Most and HDZ. Andrej Plenković, however, by that time 
was able to take control of the party organization, purging potential challengers 
from the leadership and marginalizing them on the electoral lists. It was clear 
that his strategy was to keep to the center so that, as long as he achieves the 
result which would not bring into question his position as a leader, no feasible 
coalition could be formed without HDZ.  

 
 

The Electoral Campaign 
 
The electoral campaign was short (sixteen days) and limited in scope due 

to the pandemic. Public gatherings were limited and small, in line with official 
recommendations. The Restart coalition running against the HDZ-led coalition 
announced that it would hold no more public meetings after 26 June. 
Consequently, most of the campaigning happened online and on television. 
Larger parties with an already-established base were at a significant advantage 
compared to smaller, newer parties, as a result of this curtailed campaign.19 

The measures taken to control the spread of the coronavirus and the 
timing of the elections were key discussion points in the run-up to the vote. The 
government celebrated its “defeat” of the Coronavirus, while some in the 
opposition and civil society accused it of easing some restrictions too much20 
and taking advantage of the pandemic to take measures that promoted its own 
political interests rather than the public interest – for example by calling early 
elections or restricting travel between Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina. The 

 
19  Republic of Croatia. Parliamentary Elections 5 July 2020. ODIHR Election Assessment 

Mission Final Report, 10-11. 
20  Joe Orovic, and Patrick Kingsley, “Croatian Prime Minister’s Gamble on Early Elections Pays 

Off,” New York Times, July 6, 2020, accessed May 12, 2020, https://www.nytimes.com/ 
2020/07/05/world/europe/croatia-election-plenkovic-coronavirus.html. 
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actions of the Prime Minister after he encountered a Covid-infected person also 
became a major talking point.21 

International observers noted that policy issues unrelated to the pandemic 
took a backseat, and that campaigning had a negative tone and was marked by 
accusations from all sides seeking to demonize the rivals through associations 
with communism or fascism.22  

At the very end of the campaign, an appearance by European Commission 
President Ursula Von Der Leyen in a campaign video for HDZ drew international 
criticism.23 

 
 

Election Results 
 
In what can be taken as a sign of disillusionment with politics, the 

elections were characterized by the lowest turnout in Croatian history, with less 
than 50% of voters casting their ballots for the first time since democratic 
elections were introduced (Table 1). What is more, the two mainstream parties, 
HDZ and SDP, together barely gathered 60% of the vote - their lowest 
combined share since 1995.  

The gamble of the HDZ in calling the elections paid off. Even with 
reduced turnout and winning fewer votes than in 2015 and 2016, HDZ came out 
better in terms of seats than at any time since 2007. Although there is no 
evidence that it made any difference to voting behavior in the election whether 
the pandemic was more or less serious at the level of a county,24 that does not 
mean that the HDZ did not benefit from the perception that the pandemic had 
been well handled at the national level, from a public health perspective. 

SDP, meanwhile, failed to achieve a result that would bring anywhere 
close to having any opportunity to form a government. Ultimately, Homeland 
movement and its partners fared less well than expected, getting sixteen seats, 
which was significant but not enough to be in a position to force HDZ to get rid 
of its leader and enter into a conservative coalition.  

Most over-performed relative to expectations and showed that its strategy 
of building a campaign around prominent activists was well chosen and 
prevented the party from falling into insignificance.  

 
21  Republic of Croatia. Parliamentary Elections 5 July 2020. ODIHR Election Assessment 

Mission Final Report, 10-11. 
22  Ibidem. 
23  Lili Bayer, “Commission to revamp campaigning rules after von der Leyen video storm,” 

Politico, January 14, 2021, accessed May 12, 2020, https://www.politico.eu/article/ 
commission-pledges-changes-following-controversial-campaign-video/. 

24  Indraneel Sircar, “Polls and the pandemic: estimating the electoral effects of a SARS-
CoV-2 outbreak,” Political Studies Review 19, no 2, (2011): 311-323. 
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Možemo also achieved a respectable result gained credibility as a 
national political force, and it ultimately earned 6 seats, probably by chipping 
away at the SDP-leaning vote.25 

The coalition of liberal and centrist parties fared less well gaining three 
seats and fragmenting soon afterwards.  

Already on election night it was clear that HDZ will be able to form a 
government, by joining up with minority representatives and members of two 
smaller parties. This coalition only has a slight majority (76 seats out of a 151 
seat parliament) (Table 2). 

SDP was faced with the fact that their electoral appeal is currently limited 
to the traditional left, which is ageing fast, and that they have been so far unable 
to develop messages that appeal to younger voters.  

Most and Možemo drew significant support from the younger segments 
of the electorate, as did the Homeland movement. All new parties, within their 
respective segment of the political spectrum, attracted voters unhappy about the 
political and economic status quo and calling for more radical change of it. The 
low turnout (Table 1) in the elections suggests that the potential pool of these 
voters is fairly large. Whether the support for these new political actors will 
grow beyond what they achieved this round depends also on their ability to 
present themselves as credible alternatives to the status quo. The success of the 
centrist strategy that current leadership of HDZ is pursuing is also dependent on 
how capable their new challengers will be in the near future.  

Overall, as is the case with many other European party systems, the 
Croatian party system is still far from stable, and we can expect ongoing 
turbulence to continue for the foreseeable future. 

 
 

Table 1. Turnout at parliamentary elections in post-independence Croatia 
Parliamentary election Turnout 

2020 46.9% 
2016 52.59% 
2015 60.82% 
2011 54.17% 
2007 59.58% 
2003 61.65% 
2000 76.55% 
1995 68.79% 
1992 75.61% 

Source: International IDEA (2020) 

 
25  Vassilis Petsinis, “Elections in Croatia: Conservatives retain the parliamentary majority,” 

Open Democracy, July 7, 2020, accessed May 12, 2020, https://www.opendemocracy.net/ 
en/can-europe-make-it/elections-croatia-conservatives-retain-parliamentary-majority/. 
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Table 2. Votes and seats earned by the competitors in the 2020 elections 
Party/Coalition Votes Percentage 

of votes (%) 
Seats +/- 

Croatian Democratic Union (HDZ)-led coalition 621.035 37.26 66 +5 

Restart, the Social Democratic Party (SDP)-led 
coalition 

414.645 24.87 41 -4 

Miroslav Škoro Homeland Movement (DP) coalition 181.493 10.89 16 New 

Bridge of Independent Lists (Most) 123.194 7.39 8 -5 
Green-Left coalition (Možemo) 116.483 6.99 7 New 
SIP- Smart-Focus coalition 66.399 3.98 3 +3 
Croatian People's Party - Liberal democrats (HNS) 21.727 1.3 1 -8 
People's Party – Reformists (NS) 16.900 1.01 1 0 
Independent Democratic Serb Party  (SDSS)   3 0 
Other minorities    5 0 
Enough of Robbery (Živi zid) 37.628 2.26 0 -8 
Bandić Milan 365- Labour and Solidarity Party 9.897 0.59 0 -1 
Source: ElectionGuide 
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Abstract 
This article analyses one of the main aspects of the 2019 local elections in Hungary. Indeed, these 
elections, assumed a prominent national significance, as for the first time since 2010, Viktor 
Orbán’s party, Fidesz, did not win by a landslide. On the contrary, a united opposition managed to 
win in the city of Budapest and in several of the other main urban centres. In the article we 
provide a brief analysis of the context and the electoral campaign, followed by a description of the 
main results. Finally, we analyse the main outcomes of the elections in comparison with the other 
elections since the previous local ones in 2014. In this regard, we can point out on the one hand 
the widening of the urban-rural divide, and on the other the effectiveness of the new cooperation 
strategy implemented by the fragmented opposition, which seems the only way to challenge the 
predominance of Fidesz.  
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Introduction 
 
On Sunday 13 of October 2019, local elections were held in Hungary to 

renew the mayors, municipal councils, and county councils, as well as the 
districts’ mayors and Lord Mayor (főpolgármester) in Budapest. These 
elections proved to be much more relevant than previous ones, assuming a 
prominent national significance. Indeed, for the first time since 2010, Viktor 
Orbán’s Fidesz did not win by a landslide; on the contrary, a united opposition1 
(for the most part), managed to win in the city of Budapest and several of the 
other main urban centers. The result is even more interesting as it was the 
second major electoral event happening that year, after the elections for the 
European Parliament in late May and provided a rather different outcome.  

 
 

 
*  Mattia Collini is a postdoctoral research fellow in the University of Florence, working for 

the EU H2020 SIRIUS Project (mattia.collini@unifi.it). 
1  Broadly defined as the wide and ideologically heterogeneous camp of parties opposing 

Orbán and Fidesz-KDNP ruling coalition. 
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Background 
 
Since 2010, when Viktor Orbán rose to power with a supermajority, 

Fidesz has never lost a single election. The 2014 and, most notably, the 2018 
national elections furtherly cemented the dominion of Viktor Orbán against a 
weak and fragmented opposition, after it received an(other) historical two-third 
majority in the most participated elections in recent Hungarian history.2 This, 
for about a decade, the ruling coalition had a near total control of the 
government over the media landscape, and the takeover of the nominally 
independent institutions of checks and balances. In this period, local 
administrations also become controlled by Fidesz, which in 2010 elected 
mayors in all but one of the twenty-three main towns in Hungary (towns with 
county rights), including places historically governed by the center left or the 
liberals, such as Budapest. The 2014 election largely replicated the result of 
2010, with Fidesz retaining control of all the county councils, the metropolitan 
government of Budapest, as well as the majority of districts, and all but two 
towns with county rank.  

However, at the local level, and especially in Budapest, the picture is still 
more varied than at the national level. Traditionally, Budapest has never been a 
stronghold for Fidesz, neither for local nor national elections. Until the 2010 
shift of paradigm, Budapest has been a liberal stronghold, ruled for two decades 
(1990-2010) by Gábor Demszky, the leader of the now-defunct Alliance of Free 
Democrats (SzDSz), which collapsed under series of intra-party fights and 
corruption scandals ahead of the 2010 elections. Indeed, Budapest remained the 
main source of votes for the liberal and progressive opposition: significantly, 
except in the 2010 elections, Orbán’s party never achieved a majority of votes 
in the capital. However, it has been able to capitalize its relative strength in face 
of a divided opposition. This is the main consequence of the radical change 
following the electoral earthquake of 2010, and the only constant through 
several reshuffling the Hungarian party system experienced afterwards (all 
concerning the opposition). 

The 2010 elections put an end to the bipolar system that characterized 
Hungary for about a decade.3 Fidesz (along with the satellite KDNP) firmly 
occupies the right of the center political spectrum, making the dominant 
coalition (which can be considered as a single entity) the predominant force in 

 
2  Gábor Tóka, “The 2018 Hungarian National Elections,” in Social Report 2019, eds. T. 

Kolosi and I. G. Toth (Budapest: TARKI, 2019), 314–40. 
3  For the evolution of the Hungarian party system before 2010 see among others Zsolt 

Enyedi and Gábor Tóka, “The Only Game in Town: Party Politics in Hungary,” in Party 
Politics in New Democracies, eds. Paul Webb and Stephen White (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2007), 147–78, http://www.personal.ceu.hu/staff/Gabor_Toka/Papers 
/EnyediToka07.pdf. 
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the Hungarian political system, with a vote share close to half of the electorate. 
On the other hand, fragmented opposition forces are located both on the left and 
the right of the political spectrum. The progressive camp witnessed a 
fragmentation following the decline of the Hungarian Socialist Party (the 
moderate social democratic heir of the ruling party during the socialist regime), 
which progressed election after election, and the liberal-democratic SzDSz. The 
first relevant new party to emerge in this camp was the green liberal LMP ahead 
of the 2010 elections. However, this party, after an initial success, first suffered 
a split before the 2018 elections (significantly, related to the issue of 
cooperating with other opposition parties), and then a progressive decline that 
reached its apex at the EP elections of 2019. The other most relevant party is the 
Democratic Coalition (DK), a liberal-oriented split from MSZP founded by 
former PM Ferenc Gyurcsány, who is still as much a divisive figure as a 
strenuous opponent of Viktor Orbán. With the progressive decline of the 
Socialist party, the major player after Fidesz became the far-right Jobbik, the 
other winner of the 2010 elections, gaining a solid presence in rural and 
formerly left-wing strongholds. However, the party progressively moved to 
more moderate positions since the 2014 elections in an attempt to challenge 
directly Fidesz, attempt that failed with the 2018 elections. Several other 
challengers rose and fell in the decade, almost all in the liberal-democratic 
camp. The newest relevant contender is the liberal Momentum, founded ahead 
of the 2018 elections. Other parties comprise Mi Hazánk, a far-right split of 
Jobbik by those opposing the moderate turn founded after the defeat in the 2018 
elections. This party, much like original Jobbik, is not part of the united 
opposition, and can be defined as generally supportive of the government. 
Finally, we can mention the small extra-parliamentary radical left party 
Munkáspárt (Hungarian Workers’ Party), which is also not part of the united 
opposition.  

In this context of fragmentation, repeated losses at all levels since 2010 
and of democratic backsliding, the parties opposing the model of “illiberal 
democracy” promoted by Viktor Orbán finally agreed to join forces against the 
common “enemy,” regardless of political ideologies.4 It was not an easy 
process, particularly in the wake of the 2018 elections which left the opposition 
shattered and demoralized. New life was brought by the late 2018 mass protests 
against the so called “slave law,” proving as laboratory for the nascent united 
opposition. Furthermore, strategic reasoning portrayed this as the only solution 
to address the disadvantages of fragmentation against a single strong adversary 

 
4  The united opposition basically comprises all the relevant opposition parties beside Mi 

Hazánk and the Munkáspárt.  
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under the mixed electoral system in use.5 More recently, even the 2019 
European Parliament elections proved to be largely a failure for the opposition, 
although they also had some paradoxical effects. Despite an increase in both 
vote share and seats for Fidesz, these elections galvanized the oppositions towards 
the local elections in Autumn, which were seen as their main (and most realistic) 
objective. Furthermore, the EP elections saw the success of two liberal players 
among the opposition, DK and Momentum, which gave them a more solid base and 
credibility as opposition forces to Orbán, particularly in urban centers.6 

 
 

The System of Local Government in Hungary  
 
Hungary is a unitary country with relatively limited power for sub-

national entities. Between 2002 and 2010, there have been some attempts for a 
process of regionalization, but they never materialized. On the contrary, since 
2010, Fidesz started a process of centralization, which curtailed the prerogatives 
of local governments, particularly at the county level.7 Following the approval 
of the new constitution in 2011, Hungary has a two-tier local government 
system, consisting of the municipal and county self-governments, all with 
directly elected representative bodies. The country is divided into nineteen 
counties which are middle-level self-governments with no taxation powers, 
limited rights, and moderate competences. Their political relevance is thus 
rather limited, more so as they have no powers over the municipalities.  

Municipalities on the other hand have a wider range of powers compared 
to counties, in particular the twenty-three towns with county rights. In addition, 
Budapest and its twenty-three districts have a special autonomy. Nonetheless, 
over the course of the last decade municipalities have been stripped of their 
most important tasks in the field of public education, health care, social, cultural 
and public utility services, together with their property rights over the necessary 
infrastructure. Local governments have also become highly dependent 

 
5  Despite a certain level of cooperation, in the 2018 elections a few single member district seats 

were lost to Fidesz by a handful of votes, against a not so united opposition (in particular not 
including Momentum), enabling Fidesz to achieve another two-thirds majority.  

6  Gábor Tóka, “Hungary: A Paradoxical Episode under Electoral Authoritarianism,” in The 
European Parliament Elections of 2019, eds. Lorenzo De Sio, Mark Franklin, and Luana 
Russo (Roma: Luiss University Press, 2019), 161–65, https://cise.luiss.it/cise/wp-
content/uploads/2019/07/DCISEEP2019_162-167.pdf. 

7  Zoltán Szente, “Regionalisation Trends in European Countries 2007-2015,” ed. Francesco 
Merloni (Congress of Local and Regional Authorities of The Council of Europe, 2016), 
https://doi.org/10.1163/1570-6664_iyb_SIM_org_2284; Congress of Local and Regional 
Authorities, “Monitoring of the European Charter of Local Self-Government in Hungary” 
(Council of Europe, 2021), https://rm.coe.int/monitoring-of-the-european-charter-of-local-
self-government-in-hungary/1680a129f6. 
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financially on the central government making their successful operation 
conditional on their political relationship with the governing parties.8  

 
 

Electoral System(s) 
 
Since 2010, a series of reforms9 reduced the number of seats in local 

assemblies and the proportional elements of the electoral system.10 Shortly 
before the 2014 municipal elections the central government passed a reform of 
the rules on the election of local assemblies of Budapest, an act which has been 
seen as a partisan move to penalize the opposition in a logic of divide et impera. 
Also, starting from 2014 the term for local governments and councils has been 
extended from four to five years. 

In brief, mayors of towns, cities, the districts of Budapest and the Lord 
Mayor of Budapest are directly elected in a one-round, first-past-the-post 
election. For cities with more than 10,000 inhabitants and in the twenty-three 
districts of the capital, the members of the city councils are elected in electoral 
districts by first-past-the-post, with a smaller number of seats being distributed 
as “compensation” mandates between lists of losing candidates. The number of 
single member constituencies and compensatory lists is dependent on the size of 
the assembly, based upon the population. The range is from eight single 
mandate constituency and three compensatory lists for towns up to 25,000 
inhabitants, to fourteen single mandate constituency and six compensatory lists 
mandates up to 100,000 inhabitants. For cities above 100,000 inhabitants, the 
number of representatives elected in a single member constituency is increased 
by one for each further 10,000 inhabitants, and the number of representatives 
elected on compensatory lists will increase by one for each further 25,000 
inhabitants. Since 2014, the Metropolitan City Council of Budapest (Budapest 
General Assembly) is not elected directly but is composed by the twenty-three 
mayors of the Districts, the Lord Mayor of Budapest, plus nine members 
proportionally allocated from a compensation list.  

Members of county assemblies are elected with party-list proportional 
representation (D’Hondt method), with each county constituting a single 

 
8  Viktor Z. Kazai and János Mécs, “Local Elections in Hungary: The Results in Context,” 

VerfBlog (blog) (Fachinformationsdienst für internationale und interdisziplinäre 
Rechtsforschung, 14 October 2019), https://verfassungsblog.de/local-elections-in-
hungary-the-results-in-context/. 

9  Act L of 2010 on the Election of Municipal Representatives and Mayors, and the 
subsequent amendments. 

10  As an example, ahead of the 2010 local elections, the size of the Budapest General 
Assembly was halved from 66 to 33, and since 2014 its components are no more elected 
with party-list proportional rules.  



198  MATTIA COLLINI 

Romanian Political Science Review  vol. XXI  no. 1  2021 
 
 
 
 
 
 

constituency. The size of the assembly varies based on the population, starting 
from a minimum of fifteen seats to over thirty seats.  

 
 

Candidates and Campaign 
 
The Fidesz-KDNP candidate for the position of Lord Mayor was the 

incumbent István Tarlós, who was in office since 2010 and still credited with a 
good popularity in Budapest, much more than the party. Fidesz also fielded 
mayoral candidates in all Budapest districts except for the XX and XXIII where 
it supported independent candidates. With regards to the 169 larger towns of 
Hungary (where the population exceeds 10,000) the ruling coalition of Fidesz-
KDNP fielded its own mayoral candidates in all but twelve of them, where they 
supported other candidates.  

Ultimately all the main opposition parties agreed to form a united front in 
Budapest, which eventually included the former far-right party Jobbik, now 
more in line with centrist positions and focused on social issues. Indeed, similar 
experiences were tried before in some contexts (i.e., the 2014 parliamentary 
elections), but were never so unitary, nor included Jobbik. In total, the united 
opposition comprised six parties: the Hungarian Socialist Party (MSZP, social-
democrats), Democratic Coalition (DK, social-liberal), Dialogue for Hungary 
(PM, green-liberal), Momentum (MM, liberal), Politics can be different (LMP, 
green) and the Two-Tailed Dog Party (KKP, civic). The joint candidate was 
chosen through a primary election, won with good margin by Gergely 
Karácsony, from the small green party PM (and also supported by the MSZP), 
who also run as the prime ministerial candidate for the MSZP-PM alliance in 
2018 and was the incumbent mayor of the XIV district. Jobbik refused to 
directly endorse Karácsony but agreed not to present its own candidate for the 
position of Lord Mayor, while in in the various districts did either not present 
candidates or did it jointly with the rest of the opposition. It shall be noted that, 
despite the electoral strength of Jobbik in Budapest, the party was also way 
below its national average (scoring around 7% in the two previous local 
elections), and it was certainly relevant in a competition against the candidate of 
Fidesz. Similar arrangements were made also for the mayors of the twenty-three 
districts. For comparison, in 2014, there were four opposition candidates fielded 
by LMP, the Hungarian Liberal Party (MLP), Jobbik, and the Modern Hungary 
Movement (MOMA, which also got the support of other opposition parties). 

Beside Tarlós and Karácsony, two independent candidates registered to 
participate in the electoral competition for Mayor of Budapest, the only relevant 
one being Róbert Puzsér, a journalist and TV presenter supported by the 
Citizens of the Centre association, which was initially endorsed by LMP and 
Jobbik.   
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With regards to major urban centers, the opposition managed to field 
joint candidates or reach a coordination not to oppose each other in 123 out of 
169 large towns. Jobbik was not officially part of the joint coalitions but 
participated in the coordination effort. In particular, Jobbik was able to field its 
own candidates supported by the joint opposition in those towns where it was 
more competitive.  

 
 

The Campaign 
 
The electoral campaign and electoral procedures are regulated by the 

electoral code, which applies to both parliamentary and local elections.11 
However, the campaign registered an unfair advantage for the governing parties, 
in line with what was seen in the 2018 national elections, which have been 
deemed free but not fair by the OSCE observers.12 Candidates of the ruling 
coalition could thus benefit from significant resources, media exposures and 
support compared to opposition candidates. Media are largely dominated by 
Fidesz, both at national and local level, which resulted in biased communication 
and disproportionate access. Incumbent Fidesz-KDNP candidates (comprising 
almost all major towns) also received an advantage through local government 
communications, with a lack of distinction between government communication 
and the campaign of the governing parties. As opposition candidates were 
heavily penalized in access to official media, they had to revert largely to social 
media, rallies, and door to door campaigns. Such move proved effective and 
increased the visibility of the opposition. 

In general, the electoral campaign resembled more a national confrontation 
between the oppositions and Fidesz, rather than a local election dominated by 
policies and programs, particularly in larger urban centers. In short, the election 
took from the beginning the connotation of a referendum on Orbán. 

Prime Minister Viktor Orbán and key governmental figures played a 
relevant role in the electoral campaign. As an example of the heavy meddling of 
the government in the campaign, a cabinet member threatened to revoke an 
investment package for the capital in case the voters “did not make the right 
choice.”13 Nonetheless, local issues were also part of the picture, and both 
parties tried to use them to their own advantage, particularly in smaller centers.  

 
11  Act XXXVI of 2013 on Electoral Procedure. 
12  OSCE/ODIHR, “Hungary, Parliamentary Elections, 8 April 2018: Final Report,” 2018, 

https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/0/9/385959.pdf. 
13  Péter Cseresnyés, “Budapest Mayoral Candidate Karacsony Calls for the Resignation of 

Minister”, Hungary Today, accessed May 8, 2021, https://hungarytoday.hu/budapest-
mayoral-candidate-karacsony-calls-for-the-resignation-of-minister/ and Index.hu, “Gulyás: 
Ha Karácsony győz, értelmetlenné válhat a Fővárosi Közfejlesztések Tanácsa” [Gulyás: If 
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Opinion polls suggested this to be the closest call election since 2010, but 
still placed the united opposition’s candidate Karácsony in the trailing position, 
with an average five-point gap from the incumbent Fidesz Mayor, István Tarlós. 
However, in the last weeks of the campaign, the gap progressively reduced. A 
major turning point has been the scandal that invested Zsolt Borkai, incumbent 
Fidesz mayor of Gyor. Shortly before the elections a sex tape was leaked along 
with corruption accusations. This scandal increased the polarization and had a 
mobilizing effect on the electorate, which benefitted opposition parties in the 
last stretch of the campaign.  

 
 

The Results 
 
Expectations were set for the most competitive election in a decade, and 

the results clearly confirmed them. Here we will break down the main results, 
showing first what happened in the city of Budapest, then the other main cities 
and, finally, providing a more general overview comparing the results with 
other recent elections.  

 
 

Budapest 
 
The 2019 local election in Budapest registered the highest turnout since 

2006,14 with 51% of the eligible voters going to the polls, significantly higher 
compared to 43% in 2014 and 2010, another sign of the renewed mobilization 
started with the 2018 elections.  

The most relevant outcome was the victory of the united opposition for 
the post of Lord Mayor of Budapest, as well as in a majority of districts. 
Gergely Karácsony received 50.86% of the votes, while Istvan Tarlós, the 
candidate of Fidesz, lost by a good margin against the united opposition, 
receiving just 44% of the votes, a five-point loss compared to 2014. In this 
regard, the Gyor Mayor scandal seems to have played a role, given that polls 
were still favoring Fidesz in Budapest one week prior to the election, although 
Tarlós was among the first in his party to strongly criticize the behavior of his 

 
 

Karácsony wins the Budapest Council of Public Developments may become 
meaningless], accessed May 8, 2021, https://index.hu/belfold/2019/09/10/onkormanyzati_ 
valasztas_gulyas_gergely_budapest_kormany_viszony_igeret/. 

14  In 2006, the turnout was 55.89%. 
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former colleague, asking for his resignation.15 Indeed, despite the defeat, Tarlós 
confirmed to be a popular figure in the city, and even gained 15,000 votes more 
than in 2014 due to the higher turnout. 

Looking at the results of the district elections, the united opposition won 
in fourteen of the twenty-three districts,16 including the Buda Castle District (I. 
Kerület), a traditional stronghold of Fidesz in the Capital. The candidates of the 
joint opposition managed to confirm all the five districts won in 2014 and swing 
nine from Fidesz, winning in all but one case with an absolute majority. 
Conversely, Fidesz passed from governing seventeen districts in 2014 to just 
seven, only one with an absolute majority, its worst result since 2002. However, 
the two independent district mayors elected were supported by Fidesz and sided 
in opposition to the new administration. In some districts, “Mi Hazánk” the new 
far right party born out of a split in Jobbik managed to field some candidates, 
but their small vote share did not prove decisive, and did not influence the 
general outcome of the elections.  

The new composition of the Metropolitan City Council (General 
Assembly of Budapest) also shows a significant change, with eighteen out of 
thirty-three members supporting the new Karacsony administration (fourteen 
district mayors, three from the compensation list and the Lord Mayor). Fidesz is 
thus in the opposition, down from twenty seats in 2014 to thirteen in 2014, 
along with two independents. More in detail, the party composition in the 
General Assembly is as follows: Fidesz (13), MSzP (7), DK (4), Momentum 
(4), PM (2), Independents (3). 

 
Major Towns, and Counties 

 
If we look at other major urban centers beside Budapest, it is more 

difficult to convey a detailed picture, given that in several towns, parties were 
competing under/within civic lists not bearing the names of national parties. 
Even Fidesz did not compete with its own symbol in all the towns, relying on 
formally independent or civic candidates in few instances (i.e., in Szeged). That 
said, joint opposition lists are identifiable in twenty-one out of twenty-three 
cities with county rights, failing to do so in towns where they did not expect to 
be able to overcome Fidesz (Békéscsaba, Debrecen). It is noteworthy that “Mi 
Hazánk” also managed to present candidates in most towns.  

With an average turnout around 48.6%, the local elections saw a high 
turnout also outside of Budapest. The results show a retreat of Fidesz. As we 

 
15  “Budapest Mayor on Borkai Scandal: Győr Mayor Unworthy of Title,” Hungary Today, 

accessed May 8, 2021, https://hungarytoday.hu/budapest-mayor-on-borkai-scandal-gyor-
mayor-unworthy-of-title/. 

16  In the IX. District, the mayoral candidate (Krisztina Baranyi) was officially an 
independent supported by the united opposition. 
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can see from Table 4 and figure 2, the joint opposition was able to win in 
several cities, going from three in 2014 to nine, among them four out of five of 
the most populous, while Fidesz passed from governing twenty cities with 
county rights to ten. One, Békéscsaba, is instead governed by an independent 
also supported by Fidesz. As it was the case for the Capital Districts, all swings 
have been from Fidesz incumbent to the joint opposition (also through 
supported independent candidates). Jobbik managed to win in seven cities 
exceeding a population of 10,000, two of which with county rights 
(Dunaújváros, Eger) with the support of the other opposition parties.  

Compared to 2014, Fidesz increased their votes in eight county-rank 
towns and reduced its vote-share in the other fifteen. In general, the elections 
proved to be competitive in most towns, with just seven out of twenty-three that 
can be deemed uncompetitive (a difference of over ten points between the first 
and second candidate). Among those, Fidesz won by a wide margin in Debrecen 
and four other towns, while opposition or independent candidates dominated in 
three. Surprisingly, Gyor mayor, Zsolt Borkai, was (barely) re-elected despite 
the scandal.17 Indeed, the opposition candidate has been considered a rather 
weak one, a plausible consequence of the fact that, before the scandal, the city 
was rightly considered a Fidesz stronghold and thus “unwinnable.” Also, in 
three other towns (Szekszárd, Szolnok and Nagykanizsa), Fidesz candidates 
won with a margin of less than 3% from the second. At the same time, the 
opposition narrowly won in two cities (Szombathely and Tatabánya). 

In most of the cities, the majority in the city council are aligned with the 
mayor, with a few notable exceptions. In the town of Nagykanizsa, Szekszárd 
and Szolnok we have a Fidesz-KDNP mayor, and opposition majority), (Fidesz-
KDNP mayor, and opposition majority), with a Fidesz-KDNP mayor, and 
opposition majority. On the other hand, Tatabánya, has a united opposition 
mayor, and no clear majority. 

Besides the twenty-three cities with county rights, out of the other 123 
settlements with more than ten thousand people, the opposition managed to 
cooperate in eight-seven towns, of which they won in thirty-two.   

Finally, regarding the county councils, where the opposition did not run 
united given the purely proportional system in use, Fidesz managed to 
comfortably win an absolute majority in all of them, included Pest. 
Furthermore, at the county level, Fidesz increased its councilors to 245 from 
225. However, in this case we cannot exclude that the scarce political relevance 
of the intermediate level of government might have also played a role. 
 

 
17  Zsolt Borkai ultimately resigned under pressure of his party shortly after the elections. 

The Fidesz candidate Csaba András Dézsi later won the snap election in January 2020 by 
a good margin (56% vs 39% for the united opposition), confirming Gyor as a Fidesz 
stronghold.  
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Local Elections in The Bigger Picture – Electoral Trends 2014-2019 
 
To fully understand the relevance of the 2019 local election, it is 

necessary to compare them along the general context and the electoral trends in 
recent years. Table 5 presents a summary of the electoral results of the last four 
elections held in Hungary since the previous local elections in 2014. Data are 
provided both at an aggregate national level, and for the city of Budapest. For 
local elections we compare the results for the Mayoral Candidate in Budapest 
with the elections for the county councils.  

As we have mentioned before, the local elections in 2019 became the 
local elections with the highest participation since 2006, and they had the 
second higher turnout in recent times after the 2018 parliamentary elections, 
which have seen an exceptional high turnout. This seems to be setting a trend of 
renewed voters’ mobilization which will be put to a test in the upcoming 2022 
national elections.  

Looking more broadly at the electoral results, we can observe how the 
united opposition actually received a reduced vote share compared to the sum of 
their votes in previous elections. This is particularly evident in the city of 
Budapest. Compared to a few months before, Fidesz’s incumbent mayor, Istvan 
Tarlós, received more votes than his party at the previous elections, while the 
opposition fared worse than the EU elections in May 2019. Given the very 
similar turnout, this can underlie how local factors played a role beside national 
politics. On the other hand, the united opposition proved much more stable 
compared to the previous local elections, receiving approximately the same vote 
share of the sum of all the opposition candidates in 2014.  

To sum up, we can point out two main elements that emerge from a 
comparison of the electoral results: two are directly related to the electoral 
results, and to competition strategies and can potentially have a more relevant 
impact in the future. With regards to the first two elements, the 2019 local 
elections confirmed a good voters’ mobilization and a clear division center-
periphery. Fidesz maintained or even strengthened its almost total dominance in 
smaller settlements, so the urban-rural divide has become sharper. It is 
exemplary the fact that Fidesz managed to boost its share of the vote coming 
from villages and smaller cities to 57%, compared with 52% in 2014. However, 
Fidesz also has its own strongholds in several major towns, including Debrecen, 
hence the picture is not totally straightforward. Another key aspect, perhaps the 
most relevant of all, is the clear evidence that only through a close cooperation 
of all the main parties in opposition there is a chance to overcome the 
predominance of Fidesz, reinforced by a set of rules designed to penalize a 
fragmented and disunited opposition. More so as the average vote share of the 
opposition actually diminished compared to the 2014 elections. This has also 
been confirmed by an article from Political Capital shortly after the elections, 
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which measured the effectiveness of opposition cooperation in settlements with 
a population of more than ten thousand.18 Indeed, opposition candidates did not 
win in any place where there was no coordination between opposition parties. 
This seems to be the only effective move in a context where one party receives 
almost half of the votes, and the rest are scattered across a multitude of parties 
from both sides of the political spectrum.  

 
 

Conclusions 
 
In the 2019 local elections, the union of opposition forces have finally 

succeeded in breaking the (quasi) monopoly of power enjoyed by Fidesz since 
2010. It is also a clear example of a successful strategy to address the chronic 
disadvantages a disunited opposition (indeed, in 2018 Fidesz won several districts 
in and around Budapest just for a handful of votes). In sum, the victories of 
opposition candidates surely represent an important step forward for Hungarian 
democracy, and a clear sign that voters, at least in most of the largest town, might 
put an end to the continuous and unchallenged power of Fidesz. However, in 
practical terms, the real effects in the long term are to be seen. Fidesz remains by far 
the largest party in the country and is still in complete control of all the most 
relevant political power thanks to its constitutional supermajority in the Hungarian 
parliament and full control over budgetary resources. 

Among the biggest challenges for the opposition would be to prove able 
to cooperate among very different partners. They will also need to show up a 
clear discontinuity, while having relatively limited competences after the strong 
centralization process put forward by the Orbán government since 2010. Indeed, 
the Government, despite the initial declaration of loyal collaboration, proceeded 
to centralize power and curtail prerogatives in the hands of the municipalities 
(including the capital), particularly in terms of budget and transfers.19 The 
COVID-19 pandemic also complicated the situation, as it brought an even 
higher centralization of powers in lieu of the emergency. This was also followed 
by partisan divisions on the management of the pandemic, fights between 
opposition mayors and the government, with the formers complaining about the 
disproportionate offset of the restrictive measures and their financial costs upon the 
local governments (polarization between the government and opposition led cities).  

 
18  “Nincs alternatívája az ellenzéki együttműködésnek” [There is no alternative to opposition 

cooperation], Political Capital, accessed May 8, 2021, https://politicalcapital.hu/ 
hireink.php?article_read=1&article_id=2457. 

19  For more details on the centralization process and its main drawbacks, see the recent 
report on the monitoring of the European Charter of local Self-Government in Hungary by 
the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities (2021). 
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It is all to be seen whether the opposition will capitalize this first victory, 
and it will be able to really challenge Fidesz power at a national level. The 
lesson from the 2019 local elections should be a lesson for the opposition 
towards the next general elections in 2022, when they will need to field a single 
candidate in all 106 single member districts if they want to have a chance 
against Fidesz. The official inclusion of Jobbik in the ranks of the united 
opposition goes in this direction, although the party now carries much less 
electoral weight.  

To conclude, we assisted at a revival of the opposition, but is difficult to 
establish whether or not this will have system-changing effects. Nonetheless, 
the symbolic value of the results of the elections outweighed the real political 
consequences and the actual balance of power. Indeed, the main outcomes is the 
end of the invincibility myth for Fidesz: as some commentators said, quoting 
Winston Churchill, “this in not even the beginning of the end, but perhaps the 
end of the beginning.”20 

 
 

  

 
20  Winston Churchill 1942 speech at London's Mansion House. 
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Annexes 

 
Table 1: Electoral results for the Lord Mayor of Budapest 

 Mayoral candidate 
votes (%) 

2014 2019 
Fidesz-KDNP 49.06 44.1 
Oppositions* 50.94 50.86 
Others 

 
5.04 

Turnout 43.11% 51.47% 
*Includes Jobbik.  
Source: author’s own elaboration based on data from the National Election Office. 

 
Table 2: Composition of the General Assembly of Budapest (2014 vs 2019) 

                             2014  2019 
 Lord 

Mayor 
District 
Mayors 

Compen
sation 
List 

Total Lord 
Mayor 

District 
Mayors 

Compen
sation 
List 

Total 

FIDESZ
-KDNP 

1 17 2 20  7 6 13 

Oppositi
on 

 5 7 12 1 14 3 18 

Indepen
dent 

 1  1  2  2 

Source: author’s own elaboration based on data from the National Election Office. 
 
Table 3: Governing parties/coalitions in Budapest (2002-2019)  

2002 2006 2010 2014 2019 
Lord Mayor SzDSz 

(Liberals) 
SzDSz 
(Liberals) 

Fidesz Fidesz MOMENTUM-DK-MSZP-
PÁRBESZÉD-LMP 

      
Districts 2002 2006 2010 2014 2019 
Fidesz-KDNP 4 8 19 17 7 
Opposition 17 13 3 5 14 
Others 2 2 1 1 2 
Source: author’s own elaboration based on data from the National Election Office. 
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Table 4: Cities with county right mayoralties (2006-2019)  
2019 2014 2010 2006  

N (diff) N (diff) N (diff) N (diff) 
Fidesz-KDNP 13 (-7) 20 (-2) 22 (+)7 15 (+10) 

Opposition 9 (+7) 2 (+1) 1 (-6) 7 (-10) 
Independents 1 (0) 1 (+1) 0 (-1) 1 (0) 

Source: author’s own elaboration based on data from the National Election Office. 
 

Table 2: Electoral results in Hungary (2014-2019)  LOCAL 2014  PARL 2018  EP2019 LOCAL 2019  

votes (%) votes (%) votes (%) votes (%) 

County 
Councils 

Budapest Nation-wide Budapest Nation-wide Budapest County 
Councils  

Budapest 

Fidesz 51.41 49.06 49.27 38.15 52.56 41.17 54,46 44.1 

Oppositions* 46.17 50.94 49.18 57.88 43.73 56.17 41,62 50.86 

Others 2.10 
 

1.55 3.97 3.71 2.66 3.92 5.04 
         

Turnout 44.30% 43.11% 70.22% N/A 43.58% 52.51% 48.58% 51.47% 

1 Votes for the Lord Mayor candidate (Budapest); 2 Proportional national list; * Includes Jobbik. 
Source: author’s own elaboration based on data from the National Election Office. 
 
Figure 3: Budapest districts’ governing parties/coalitions map (2014-2019)  
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Source: author’s own elaboration 

 
Figure 4: Cities with county rights - governing parties (2014 vs 2019) 
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Source: author’s own elaboration 
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Abstract 
This note reports on a regular presidential contest in a stable authoritarian regime that turned unexpectedly 
dramatic and consequential. The official results followed the pattern established in the previous 20 years of 
unfree elections in which President Lukashenko prevailed with a massive majority of the (presumably 
rigged) popular vote. But, for the first time ever, major doubts prevailed about whether he really was the 
main vote-getter at the polls. In fact, many citizens believe that he would have been badly defeated had the 
elections been fairly conducted. The elections were followed by several months of vigorous mass protest 
that undermined the international legitimacy of the regime and forced the dictator to promise major 
political reforms. The protests were ultimately crashed with brutal force, and the political concessions 
promised by the regime are not in the popularly demanded direction. Yet, the electoral process triggered 
significant political change in Belarus at multiple levels and advanced nation building. 
 
Keywords: presidential elections, authoritarian regime, Belarus, protests, political change. 

 
 

Introduction 
 

There have not been any free elections held in Belarus since 1994. The 
2020 contest nonetheless turned into a dramatic clash of forces and a 
consequential measure of mass support. It was also probably more influential in 
shaping the country’s future than most free elections are in their own context. 
This report pays most attention to the precedents and aftermath of balloting, and 
shows less than the usual regard for the formalities of the electoral system and 
election returns. It does so because the authoritarian nature of the political 
system rendered the formal rules relatively irrelevant, and the ballots were 
destroyed before a credible count could have taken place. What we can learn 
from the case nevertheless is a striking lesson: elections can attain enormous 
political significance even in Europe’s most oppressive political systems today. 

 
 

The Country Context 
 

Contemporary Belarus is an approximately Romania-size fission product 
of the USSR, stuck with its 9,4 million population between Poland on its 

 
*  Gábor Tóka is a Senior Research Fellow in the Vera and Donald Blinken Open Society 

Archives at the Central European University, Budapest, Hungary (tokag@ceu.edu).  
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western border and Russia on its eastern one. It is a landlocked country 
separated from the Baltic Sea by Latvia and Lithuania on its north-west, and 
from the Black Sea by Ukraine on its south. Its economy is more advanced and 
export-oriented than most foreigners realize. This is due to some of the more 
advanced Soviet industries proving capable of continued prosperity in an 
environment that somewhat shielded them from global competition and corrupt 
privatization, plus the recent rise of a significant IT sector that gave birth to 
Viber and other globally known modern apps. In terms of human development, 
the country is a close match of pluralist democracies like Romania and 
Uruguay, and of Europe’s two authoritarian heavyweights, Russia and Turkey. 
However, independent Belarus’ treatment of citizens’ political rights and 
freedoms has not yet matched what we may expect on this basis. 
 
 
A Nation-to-be 
 

The Belarusian people first came under a shared political organization in 
the broader Eastern Slavic unity of the Kievan Rus. Their cities and 
principalities somehow avoided the Mongol rule that fell upon most Russian-
speakers in the thirteenth century. Instead, they became part of the vast Grand 
Duchy of Lithuania, in which old Belarusian was an important language of 
communication, also for the elite. In the subsequent personal union of the 
aforementioned principality with Poland, Polish became the language of the 
nobility and the administration. A strong Russification altered this after the 
1795 partition of Poland, which added Warsaw and the lands to its East to the 
tsars’ empire. In the chaotic period following the 1917 revolutions and the 
German occupation of Russia’s westernmost territories, a Belarusian republic 
briefly emerged. Thereafter its land was eventually split between erstwhile 
democratic Poland, where nationalistic tendencies prompted political resistance 
among the sizeable Belarusian minority, and Soviet Russia, where 
collectivization induced famine and political terror took a heavy toll in the 
1930s.1 In September 1939, Eastern Poland – and within that the ethnic 
Belarusian homelands –  were fully incorporated in the Soviet Union in the 
name of the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact. 

If anything, the Second World War provided a defining moment for 
modern Belarus that settled questions of geopolitical orientation for decades.2 A 
quarter of the population perished while most urban environments and eighty-
five percent of industry was annihilated by wartime activities between 1941 and 

 
1  Jan Zaprudnik, Belarus: At a Crossroads in History, (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1993). 
2  David Marples, Our Glorious Past: Lukashenka’s Belarus and the Great Patriotic War, 

(New York: Columbia University Press, 2014). 
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1944. The devastated land received many new inhabitants arriving from other 
parts of the Soviet Union after the war. Russian became nearly the single 
language of everyday communication in most of the territory, and the country’s 
comprehensive integration in the Soviet fold was well exemplified by Andrei 
Gromyko – the second most important face of the Soviet Union to the outside 
world as foreign minister from 1958 to 1985 – becoming the most famous 
Belarusian politician ever while few foreigners realized, and probably no 
ordinary Soviet citizen ever cared, that he was one.3  

It is hard to ascertain if communism commands any enduring sympathy 
among Belarusians today. But they have shown hardly any appetite for 
nationalism. When the peaceful breakup of the Soviet Union arrived in 1991, 
the Belorussian Soviet Socialist Republic transformed into today’s independent 
Belarus not because of a push by genuinely patriotic local democrats – those 
fared rather poorly in all elections until 2020 –, but as a half-convenience and 
half-necessity for the local communist leadership, which catapulted itself into a 
new life with the disappearance of what they had considered their true 
homeland before.  

By 1994, Belarus was well on course to become a copycat of corruption-
ridden, politically half-authoritarian, half-democratic but fully capitalist Russia 
except that it remained under the leadership of the Soviet-era party elite. In 
1994, however, maverick independent candidate Alexander Lukashenko 
unexpectedly won the newly created and pointedly all-powerful presidency in 
the only free elections of the country to date. Lukashenko proved hugely 
popular as a lonely anti-corruption candidate standing up for the USSR’s anti-
capitalist heritage against former Communist hypocrites enriching themselves 
while the populace was revolted by economic hardship and egregious 
corruption. His all-conquering success in dominating the state apparatus as well 
as in successive presidential elections in 2001, 2006, 2010, and 2015, strongly 
built on pro-Soviet sentiments and plebiscites that gave him apparent popular 
backing to arrest members of parliament who opposed his policy proposals, 
replace Constitutional Court judges and ministers, and extend his first term in 
office to seven years. In the process, he made merciless and murderous use of a 
state and security apparatus trained in Soviet times in the habits of suppressing 
political dissent altogether. He was internationally blamed for the disappearance 
of up to thirty officials and political opponents whose fate remains unaccounted 
for even after twenty years. One of them was the head of the Central Election 

 
3  This report follows the contemporary Russian transliteration of Belarusian names because 

Russian remains the language of everyday political communication in the country until 
the present day. 
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Committee whom Lukashenko fired when the chairman refused to certify the 
apparently rigged results of a plebiscite.4  

However, with all his infamously comical antics, Lukashenko has been 
rather careful5 and arguably cunning on the international scene. He proved a 
master of extracting, at a minimal political cost and with the palpable approval 
of the Belarusian voters, tangible economic benefits from a Russian leadership 
obsessed with a territorial understanding of security. If there remained an 
umbilical cord between Russia and Belarus in post-Soviet times, there were not 
many on either side who wanted to cut it.  Russia’s leaders felt threatened by 
NATO expanding into the strongly anti-Russian Poland and the Baltic states. 
They never warmed up to Lukashenko himself, who jealously kept Russian 
hands away from the jewels of the Belarusian economy that remained state-
owned and relatively corruption-free. But they clearly preferred aligning with a 
dictator who idolized Soviet times and openly despised all things Belarusian, 
over any risky experiment with patriots and democrats. The Belarusian voters, 
in turn, were comfortable with close economic and military ties with Russia and 
seemed content with the harsh authoritarian rule of Lukashenko as long as it 
kept the comforts of reasonable quality free education, public health care, clean 
streets, and adequate living standards with modest inequalities. At certain times, 
Lukashenko probably fancied that he might be a senior political leader in the 
Russian-Belarusian Union. Yet, he was always modest enough not to step too 
hard on any big boy’s toes on the international scene and not to upset his 
electorate by visibly enriching himself beyond readily tolerated levels.6 

 
 
 

 
4  Brian Bennett, The Last Dictatorship in Europe: Belarus under Lukashenko, (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 2011); Sabine Fischer, ed., “Back from the Cold? The EU and 
Belarus in 2009,” Chaillot paper no. 119, (Paris: European Union Institute for Security 
Studies, 2009); Stewart Parker, The Last Soviet Republic: Alexander Lukashenko’s 
Belarus, (Bloomington, IN: Trafford Publishing, 2007); Vitali Silitski, “Preempting 
Democracy: The Case of Belarus,” Journal of Democracy 16, no 4, (2005): 83-97; Vitali 
Silitski and Jan Zaprudnik, The A to Z of Belarus, (Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 2010). 

5  Roy Allison, Stephen White, and Margot Light, “Belarus between East and West,” 
Journal of Communist Studies and Transition Politics 21, no 4, 2005: 487-511. 

6  Vitali Silitski, Contagion Deterred: Preemptive Authoritarianism in the Former Soviet 
Union (the Case of Belarus), CDDRL Working Papers, (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University, Center on Democracy, Development and Rule of Law, 2006), 
https://cddrl.fsi.stanford.edu/publications/contagion_deterred_preemptive_authoritarianis
m_in_the_former_soviet_union_the_case_of_belarus/; Vitali Silitski, “Contagion 
Deterred: Preemptive Authoritarianism in the Former Soviet Union (the Case of 
Belarus),” in Democracy and Authoritarianism in the Postcommunist World, eds. Valerie 
Bunce, Michael McFaul and Kathryn Stoner-Weiss, (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
University Press, 2010): 274-299. 
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The Political System 
 

Since Lukashenko’s establishment of authoritarian rule, voter intimi-
dation and arbitrary arrest or even disappearance and kidnapping of political 
opponents have been ever-present features of the political process. Opposition 
candidates are regularly refused registration for elections with arbitrary 
reasoning, are practically deprived of access to state-controlled media, often get 
arrested for protest, and at times receive long prison sentences and heavy 
beating by a highly trained and extensive security apparatus. Just like the state 
apparatus, the Parliament too remains extremely loyal to the President, and 
since 2004 has seen just two opposition deputies among its ranks.7 

It is the Lower House of the bicameral Parliament that elects the Prime 
Minister nominated directly by the President. But the legislature can be 
dissolved by the President if his candidates for Ministers are rejected twice in a 
row. The legislature has a very modest activity beyond approving initiatives and 
reports submitted by the executive. For instance, it cannot amend the budget 
without presidential consent since 1996. Judges of national courts and 
individual cabinet ministers are appointed directly by the President, and we are 
yet to hear about any of them acting against the President’s whims.  
 
 
Political Parties 

 
Lukashenko never joined or established a party of his own. Instead, he 

relies on a parliament mostly made up mostly of nominally non-partisan 
deputies and a vast patronage network of state officials, local administrators and 
company directors that are personally loyal to him. A fair number of opposition 
parties exist and have a modest membership base, but are continuously 
harassed, and remain virtually unrepresented in elected office even at the local 
level. They have very meagre resources and access to the news media that, in 
the pre-internet world, remained largely and firmly government controlled.8 
While some parties loyal to the president win some seats in legislative elections, 
their real political significance is dwarfed even by the prison-hardened 

 
7  Matthew Frear, Belarus Under Lukashenka: Adaptive Authoritarianism (London: 

Routledge, 2015); Andrew Wilson, Belarus: The Last European Dictatorship (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2011). 

8  Elena Korosteleva, “Party System Development in Belarus, 1988-2001: Myths and 
Realities,” in Party Politics in Post-Soviet Space: Belarus, Moldova, Russia, Ukraine, and 
the Baltic States, ed. Anatoly Kulik and Susanna Pshizova, Greenwood, (CT: Praeger, 
2005); Konstantin Ash, “The Election Trap: The Cycle of Post-electoral Repression and 
Opposition Fragmentation in Lukashenko’s Belarus,” Democratization 22, no 6, (2015): 
1030-1053. 
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opposition parties. In any case, all these organizations and communication channels 
became practically irrelevant by-standers in the tumultuous year of 2020. 
 
 

Elections 
 

Following the arrest and replacement of legislators and a one-off 
extension of the President’s term of office to seven years in the first phase of 
Lukashenko’s rule, regular and relatively orderly parliamentary and presidential 
elections have been held since 2000 and 2001, respectively. None met the most 
minimal standards set by the OSCE and the opposition always maintained that 
not only did the Central Election Commission (CEC) arbitrarily barred 
legitimate candidates from running, but CEC was also accused with tolerance 
for clear violations of the electoral code and blatant fabrication of election 
results that never-erringly showed Lukashenko winning around eighty percent 
of the presidential vote on a dubiously high turnout, and his supporters winning 
an even higher share of the votes and seats in legislative elections. When term 
limits got in Lukashenko’s way to reelection, they were abolished via a 
plebiscite. The election results were generally not recognized in Western 
Europe and North America, and post-election demonstrators often encountered 
massive police violence on the streets of the capital city Minsk and saw leading 
opposition politicians getting jailed. Nonetheless, it remained generally 
accepted that Lukashenko did enjoy considerable popular support and may have 
prevailed even if the elections were fairly conducted. The opposition’s 
messages did not seem to resonate with large parts of the electorate.  

The president, members of the lower house and local councilors are 
elected directly with a majoritarian electoral system, which creates a massive 
hurdle for any political force whom the authorities deprive access to state-
controlled media and prevent from face-to-face campaigning if need be. As a 
further guarantee of executive dominance, elections to the Council of the 
Republic (the upper house) are indirect, via meetings of local councilors, while 
members of the House of Representatives can be recalled by their constituents.  

In national elections there is an allowance for a second round if no 
candidate obtains over 50 percent of the district’s valid votes in the first. Yet the 
official results never showed this eventuality in presidential elections, which 
always complied, supposedly, with the fifty percent quorum requirement as 
well. Presidential candidates are required to satisfy various filing and 
demographic requirements, plus collect supporting signatures for their 
nomination from at least one hundred thousand citizens each. This tends to be a 
daunting task under the circumstances in Belarus and what the count shows at 
the end is believed to be less a question of the actual number of signatures but 
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an arbitrary political decision implemented by the Central Election Committee.9 
The CEC is exclusively made up of loyal supporters of the president. Votes are 
counted manually at thousands of polling stations by a committee of citizens 
selected by municipal administrators. To validate the precinct-level results, it is 
enough if two-thirds of the committee members sign the report. Precinct-level 
results remain, as a rule, unpublished (they are supposed to be displayed at the 
polling station but non-compliance is ignored), and are not even collected centrally. 
Ballots are also not stored in a transparent and safe way after election day. 

For further details, the reader can consult the constitution, the election 
law, and the OSCE’s reports on all national elections between 2001 and 2019.10 
Note too that the opposition – or most of it anyway – boycotted some elections 
like the 2015 presidential race and the 2012 parliamentary election, united 
behind a single presidential candidate in 2010, and fragmented into smaller 
factions in other races. Yet none of this seemed to make a noticeable impact on 
the officially reported results.11 In 2016, two opposition candidates for 
parliament took single-member district seats, but were then barred from running 
again in 2019, when an otherwise uneventful parliamentary election was called 
arbitrarily early to preempt any effective oppositional challenge. 
 
 
The prelude to an upheaval 
 

The ten years before the 2020 presidential elections saw small but 
suggestive political changes in Belarus. The first key factor was Russia’s 
declining economic performance and diminishing appetite for financing regimes 
in the near-abroad. This restrained economic growth and the improvement of 
living standards in Belarus too.12 Second, after a particularly brutal crackdown 

 
9  “Why This Year Belarus’ Presidential Campaign Might Be the Most Interesting in 

Decades,” Waidelotte (blog), May 20, 2020, http://waidelotte.org/why-this-year-belarus-
presidential-campaign-might-be-the-most-interesting-in-decades/.  

10  The current constitution can be consulted in multiple languages, and translations of the 
election law are also available. Constitution of the Republic of Belarus (unofficial 
translation), House of Representatives of the National Assembly of the Republic of Belarus, 
accessed on May 1, 2021, http://www.house.gov.by/en/istoricheskaja_spravka-en/; The 
Electoral Code of The Republic of Belarus of February 11, 2000, No. 370-Z (as amended on 
04-06-2015), accessed on May 1, 2021, https://cis-legislation.com/document.fwx?rgn=1877, 
http://law.by/document/?guid=3871&p0=Hk0000370ee; Central Election Committee 
(website), accessed on May1, 2021, https://rec.gov.by/en; OSCE Observation Mission 
Reports on Belarusian National Elections (2001-2019), accessed on May 1, 2021, 
https://www.osce.org/odihr/elections/belarus. 

11  Ash, “The Election Trap: The Cycle of Post-electoral Repression and Opposition 
Fragmentation in Lukashenko’s Belarus.” 

12  “Lukashenko’s Penultimate Elections,” Waidelotte (blog), June 20, 2020, http://waidelotte.org/ 
lukashenkos-penultimate-elections/. 
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on protesters and the imprisonment and heavy physical torturing of the main 
opposition candidate in the wake of the 2010 presidential election, Lukashenko 
made some gestures towards the European Union and the United States of 
America. This led to a normalization of diplomatic relations, and the lifting of 
some Western sanctions previously imposed for human rights abuses. Western 
leaders became hopeful that they can win more leverage in Belarus if only they 
adopted a friendlier approach towards the Lukashenko regime while the latter 
experimented with economic opening, an expanding private sector, and an 
increasingly pro-market attitude among Belarusian cabinet ministers.13 Indeed, 
both the regime and the people in Minsk got somewhat distanced from Russia in 
this decade by the latter’s heavy-handed approach towards the Ukraine and her 
reluctance to generously subsidize the Belarusian economy without progress in 
the political integration of the two countries and in the privatization of 
Belarusian assets that Russian enterprises set their eyes on.14  

Meanwhile, a new generation of reformers in government seemed to get 
the go ahead to plan gradual economic liberalization, and the major cities of the 
country saw the rise of significant private enterprises. The internationally 
competitive IT sector, in particular, was populated by young workers who had 
no direct experience of political oppression from before. A major shift from a 
mostly rural Soviet backwater to a predominantly urban, educated, and service-
oriented society seemed to have made its cultural impact at last while digital-
born media channels started providing independent information to millions. The 
political impact was impossible to assess though because independent public 
opinion polls were practically banned in 2016.15 

Just before the 2020 presidential election was duly called on schedule, 
Lukashenko’s government made the momentous decision that the economic 
costs of lockdown measures against the spread of the COVID-19 epidemic 
could not be borne, while the public health care system was good enough to 
cope with what was to come. The president made famously bizarre statements 
about how drinking vodka and the like suffice as protective measures while all 
neighboring countries took the pandemic far more seriously.16 Social media 
channels became the main provider of credible pandemic related information as 

 
13  Elena A. Korosteleva, “The European Union and Belarus: Democracy Promotion by 

Technocratic Means?”, Democratization 23, no 4, (2016): 678–698. 
14  Artyom Shraibman, The House That Lukashenko Built: The Foundation, Evolution, and 

Future of the Belarusian Regime, (Moscow: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 
2018). 

15  Since then, only a handful of state-controlled operations were allowed to run polls in 
Belarus. For details see Shraibman, The House That Lukashenko Built: The Foundation, 
Evolution, and Future of the Belarusian Regime. 

16  Andrei Makhovsky, “Nobody Will Die from Coronavirus in Belarus, Says President”, 
Reuters, April 13, 2020, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-belarus-
idUKKCN21V1PK. 
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well as the venue where increasingly popular and widespread self-help 
initiatives mushroomed. The grievances and communication channels for a 
new-style clash between the regime and the public were there, just the actors 
that could be the political focal points were missing. A pre-election crackdown 
and arrests of over 120 opposition figures, journalists, bloggers, and other 
dissenting voices appeared to assure that they stay missing in 2020 too.17 The 
sacking of a government led by a prime minister who showed more appetite for 
reforms than the president and occasionally came up and stood for his own 
initiatives, and their replacement with Lukashenko loyalists with some ties to 
the security services, plus an apparent purge of security service officials assured 
that a hardline administration can be counted on by Lukashenko throughout the 
rest of the year.18 

 
 

The Main Contenders and Their Programs 
 

Parliament set August 9 as the date of the 2020 Presidential Election on 
May 5. By the May 15 legal deadline, a record number of fifty-five individuals 
were certified to have successfully completed the paperwork required to start 
collecting signatures in support of their nomination as presidential candidates. 
The principal anti-regime opposition parties planned to hold a primary to select 
a single candidate but ended up with multiple leaders making ultimately 
unsuccessful bids to enter the real race.19 However, the social and political 
change that occurred since 2010 made its impact felt when some previously 
unseen types of presidential contenders, anti-Lukashenko in outlook but not tied 
to the prison-hardened traditional opposition parties, turned out to have a rather 
different and far broader political appeal than any of their predecessors. 
 
 
The Barred Competitors 
 

The three harbingers of change offered a varied menu ranging from 
members in the very top of Belarus’ business and political elites to an earthly 
populist producing amateur videos about the life of ordinary people and getting 

 
17  For more details see HRW (Human Rights Watch) reports and news items on Belarus, 

available at: https://www.hrw.org/europe/central-asia/belarus.  
18  “Belarus Gets a ‘National Rescue Government’,” Waidelotte (blog), June 5, 2020, 

http://waidelotte.org/belarus-gets-a-national-rescue-government/. 
19  “Meet 15 Potential Candidates Running for President of Belarus in 2020,” BelarusFeed, 

June 2, 2020, https://belarusfeed.com/belarus-potential-presidential-candidates/; “Belarus’ 
CEC Registers 15 Initiative Groups Out of 55 Applicants,” BelarusFeed, May 20, 2020, 
https://belarusfeed.com/belarus-cec-registers-president-candidates-2020/.  
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frequently arrested by police at public events. Their varied credentials and 
visibly wide appeal in the first phase of the presidential campaign quickly made 
people realize that the country was heading towards a new phase in its political 
development. For details and sources about the three aspiring politicians 
discussed in this section, readers should consult their impressively rich and well 
sourced pages.20  

Sergei Leonidovich Tikhanovsky turned from a lowly provincial 
entrepreneur into a popular video-blogger with over one hundred thousand 
subscribers by Spring 2020. He earned his following with interviews expressing 
the grievances and experiences of ordinary people around the country. He was 
already under arrest – and were soon sentenced to a short jail term for 
participation in a December 2019 demonstration against the union of Belarus 
and Russia – when he announced online his intention to run for president. Since 
the Central Election Commission did not authorize him to run a campaign for 
nomination, his wife started a campaign instead. At the end of May, 
Tikhanovsky was out of jail for nine days, just enough to give a massive boost 
to the shy-looking Svetlana Tikhanovskaya’s nomination campaign with lively 
and remarkably well attended gatherings of people across the country 
referencing the president as a cockroach to be smashed by slippers. 
Tikhanovsky then got arrested again alongside several associates and has been 
held in custody ever since on breathtakingly dubious legal grounds. He is 
currently accused with charges that can keep him in prison for 15 more years.21 

Viktor Dmitryevich Babariko was a long-serving CEO of the largest 
private bank in Minsk, owned by Russian corporate giant Gazprom. Over the 
years, he became a notable philanthropist and patron of the arts in Belarus. He 
stepped down from his job to set up a campaign organization that quickly 
collected over four hundred thousand signatures in support of his nomination 
for president, which also received very notable elite endorsements. His 
unprecedentedly high level of support for a challenger in Belarus elections was 
also confirmed by – technically illegal and methodologically unsound – online 
opinion polls too, which became quite well known around the country as they 
were used to mock the dictator as “3 percent Sasha.”22 He and over a dozen 
current and former associates were detained with less than credible charges of 

 
20  “Viktar Babaryka,” Wikimedia Foundation, accessed May 1, 2021, https://en.wikipedia.org/ 

wiki/Viktar_Babaryka; “Sergei Tikhanovsky,” Wikimedia Foundation, accessed May 1, 
2021, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sergei_Tikhanovsky; “Valery Tsepkalo,” Wikimedia 
Foundation, accessed on May 1, 2021, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Valery_Tsepkalo.  

21  For more details see RFE/RL News (Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty) on Belarus, May 
15, 2021, https://www.rferl.org/z/658/. 

22  For more details see RFE/RL News on Belarus, June 25, 2020, and DW (Deutsche Welle) 
online news on Belarus, June 27, 2020, https://www.dw.com/search/?languageCode= 
en&item=belarus&searchNavigationId=9097&from=01.04.2020&to=31.05.2021&sort=D
ATE&resultsCounter=370. 
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financial wrongdoing in June 2020, and the Central Election Committee denied 
him ballot access on July 14 due to an alleged error in his income and property 
declaration.23 Nearly a year later he remains in custody and is considered a 
prisoner of conscience by Amnesty International. His criminal trial stated in 
February 2021, and the charges are associated with a maximum penalty of 15 
years in prison.24 

Valery Tsepkalo has a PhD in international law and played an important 
role in Lukashenko’s 1994 election campaign team as an already seasoned 
diplomat and foreign ministry official. He subsequently served in prominent 
governmental positions and as ambassador to the US before turning to 
entrepreneurship and becoming head of a celebrated and large-scale Belarusian 
public-private initiative in IT. After his controversial dismissal in 2017 he had a 
notable international business career. He entered the 2020 presidential race as a 
liberal reformer who may also get the liking of the Russian government and 
disgruntled Belarussian officials. He sold his residence to finance the campaign 
and collected over 200 thousand signatures in support of his nomination. He 
also did reasonably well in various straw polls,25 but the Central Election 
Committee refused to validate about a half of the 160 thousand signatures that 
he formally submitted in support of his nomination. Having been denied the 
registration for the election, in late July 2020 Tsepkalo fled Belarus and 
continues to engage in oppositional activities from abroad while a criminal case 
has been brought against him in Belarus with charges that he denies.26 
 
 
The Guaranteed Winner 
 

Very few in either Belarus or outside of it expected that there can be 
anyone else declared winner of the 2020 elections than the incumbent president, 
Alexander Grigoryevich Lukashenko. At age 66, with his physical fitness and 
appetite for power beyond dispute, a fine record of balancing between Russia 
and the West giving him an aura of political acumen, and in full control of 
loyalties in the state apparatus, he was always certain to run. If nothing else, 
then picking a new prime minister with a background in the security services 
and the retention of Lidia Yermoshina at the helm of the Central Election 

 
23  Less than half the signatures submitted to support his candidacy were accepted by the 

CEC, but that was more than enough for him to run, see CEC: Six Potential Candidates 
Will Run For President Of Belarus In 2020, BelarusFeed, July 1, 2020, 
https://belarusfeed.com/six-people-run-president-belarus-2020/. 

24  For more details see RFE/RL News on Belarus, May 15, 2021. 
25  See e.g., this one on a Telegram channel: https://t.me/belamova/5097 and click on 

“Context” to see the results. 
26  For more details see RFE/RL News on Belarus, May 15, 2021. 
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Commission made it clear to everyone who observed her conduct in the same 
office since 1996 that no concession to democratic sentiments can be expected 
in how rules are interpreted in the electoral process. Reportedly, over a quarter 
of the eligible voters supported with their signature Lukashenko’s nomination 
for the election by the deadline, and the Central Election Commission accepted 
99,01% of the submitted signatures as valid. Not much uncertainty seemed to be 
left about the election result.  
 
 
The Also-runs 
 

Of the dozens of alternative candidates who attempted to get on the 
ballot, four made it to the ballot in 2020 with over ninety-five percent of their 
supporting signatures accepted by the CEC. None seemed to have much 
political weight, all had some claims to represent a pro-democratic alternative to 
Lukashenko, and all but one was accused for being just a spoiler candidate in 
the service of Lukashenko’s cause.27 

Sergey Vladimirovich Cherechen run as the still rather new leader of the 
extra-parliamentary Belarusian Social Democratic Assembly associated with 
Stanislav Shushkevich, the head of state who led Belarus with some distinction 
in its first years of independence until losing a vote of confidence in parliament 
forced by the rising Lukashenko in late 1993. Following an unsuccessful run for 
parliament, no one could really expect Cherechen to have more than a symbolic 
presence in the election, which he performed on a platform emphasizing support 
for private enterprise and economic reforms.28 He ultimately made it to 
international news when his campaign chief was arrested while monitoring early 
voting in August29 and when he joined all other losing candidates in filing 
formal complaints against the election results.30 

Andrey Vladimirovich Dmitriev was an important staff member in the 
2010 opposition campaign that prompted a severe wave of repression. In 2012, 
he was expelled from the United Civic Party for political reasons, and then 
supported a presidential candidate who defied the opposition boycott in 2015. In 

 
27  “Why This Year Belarus’ Presidential Campaign Might Be the Most Interesting in 

Decades,” Waidelotte (blog), May 20, 2020, http://waidelotte.org/why-this-year-belarus-
presidential-campaign-might-be-the-most-interesting-in-decades/. 

28  “Siarhei Cherachen,” Wikimedia Foundation, accessed May 1, 2021, https://en.wikipedia.org/ 
wiki/Siarhei_Cherachen.  

29  Elena Tolkatcheva, “’Otluchilsya vo vremya meropriyatiya.’ Cherechen' uznal, za chto 
budut sudit nachalnika yego shtaba” [‘Absent during the event.’ Cherechen found out 
what the chief of his staff will be tried for], August 7, 2020. Tut.by news portal, 
https://news.tut.by/economics/695771.html. 

30  TASS, “Belarus presidential candidates Dmitriyev, Cherechen contest election results,” 
Moscow: TASS Russian News Agency, August 12, 2020, https://tass.com/world/1188743. 



The 2020 Belarusian Presidential Election 223 
 

Romanian Political Science Review  vol. XXI no. 1  2021 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2020, Dmitriev run as co-leader of the Tell the Truth party that he joined in 
2013. He presented a moderate social democratic platform and demanded justice 
for the three prominent candidates who were barred from running in the election.31 

Anna Anatolyevna Kanopatskaya used to be a bright prospect for the 
United Civic Party, probably the most enduring and substantial of the parties 
opposing Lukashenko’s long rule from the very beginning. A vocal opponent of 
Russian influence with considerable independent means, between 2016 and 
2019 she was one of only two opposition deputies to enter the Belarus 
parliament since 2004. Intra-party opponents found her conduct not sufficiently 
oppositional and she was forced out of the party in 2019,32 not being allowed to 
contest the presidential primary of the true opposition parties in 2020. She then 
opted to run as an independent candidate for president.33 
 
 
The One that Got Away 
 

The unlikely heroin of the pro-democratic cause in the 2020 election was 
the least anticipated candidate of all, housewife and mother of two young 
children Svetlana Georgiyevna Tikhanovskaya. Following the imprisonment of 
her husband at the end of May, her campaign faltered, and she barely made it 
among the licensed candidates in terms of the number of supporting signatures 
submitted. Quite unbelievably in retrospect, the much-feared Lukashenko ally at 
the helm of the election commission even claimed to have overlooked a 
perfectly valid formal ground to deny her registration merely in the interest of 
having more candidates on the ballot.34 

The former language teacher and translator kicked off her campaign with 
stating that she is merely running out of love and to free her vlogger husband 
from prison.35 With her credibility beyond dispute, she became the leading 
opposition candidate overnight after the two heavyweight contenders, Babariko 
and Tsepkalo were eliminated from the race, and the campaign chief of the 

 
31  “Andrey Dmitriyeu,” Wikimedia Foundation, accessed on May 1, 2021, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Andrey_Dmitriyeu.  
32  “Hanna Kanapackaja zajavila, što prypyniaje siabroŭstva ŭ AHP” [Anna Konopatskaya 

stated that she was suspending her membership in the United Civil Party] September 29, 
2019, https://www.svaboda.org/a/30190000.html. 

33  “Hanna Kanapatskaya,” Wikimedia Foundation, accessed on May 1, 2021, 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hanna_Kanapatskaya. 

34  “5 Out of 7 Presidential Candidates Registered. Babariko And Tsepkalo Excluded”, 
BelarusFeed July 14, 2020, https://belarusfeed.com/election-presidential-candidates-
babariko-tsepkalo/. 

35  “Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya,” Wikimedia Foundation, accessed on May 1, 2021, 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sviatlana_Tsikhanouskaya; Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya (website), 
accessed on May 1, 2021, https://tsikhanouskaya.org/en/. 
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former and the wife of the latter lined up with Tikhanovskaya to run the 
“Women’s Solidarity” campaign promoting her candidacy.36  

With roughly three weeks left, the Belarus opposition had the perfect 
candidate who was eagerly endorsed by the most battle-hardened of the 
opposition parties as well as the most famous of the intellectual elite. She was 
equally capable to stir up provincial folks that Lukashenko’s rule cannot be 
accepted any longer and to present a politically polished line at international 
press conferences that should have calmed down any security concerns about 
Belarusian democrats in Russia. A diminutive, visibly scared, family oriented 
but calm and resolute woman addressing her spontaneously gathering crowds 
face to face while being backed by two high-flying professionals representing 
the crème de la crème of the business and cultural elites, respectively, presented 
a stark contrast to the erratically and rough talking, uncivil, intimidating 
president filling only television screens. Tikhanovskaya presented a simple and 
straightforward platform that depicted her role as merely transitory, thus 
rendering questions of qualifications and broader program irrelevant. She 
pledged to fight peacefully as long as it takes after the election to force 
Lukashenko to step down, to get all “political and economic” prisoners relieved 
and run an “honest repeat” of the August 9 election afterwards.37 If there was a 
David and Goliath fairy tale in the twenty-first century, this was the one, and 
few could escape without feeling impressed by the simplicity of the point. 
 
 
The Electoral Campaign 

 
The Women’s Solidarity campaign was undeniably the most ingenious of 

any Belarusian campaigns to date in its use of improvised campaign 
appearances, communication channels, symbols, gestures and slogans.38 It 
benefitted from the regime’s erstwhile inability to disturb online 
communications on encrypted channels and coordinated and advertised public 
events via Telegram channels. The campaign’s stirring emotionality certainly 
benefitted from the sexist disdain showed for the trio of Tikhanovskaya, Maria 
Kolesnikova and Veronika Tsepkalo by Lukashenko and captured the 
imagination of the Russian as well as the international press.  

After the opposition campaign held a series of remarkably well attended 
rallies across the whole country, it quickly became impossible for them to get 
official permits for their public events. Domestic and international journalists 
were increasingly harassed, detained, and some opposition activists were 

 
36  RFE/RL News on Belarus, July 17, 2020. 
37  RFE/RL News on Belarus, July 16, 2020. 
38  For details see RFE/RL News on Belarus, August 3, 2020. 
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arrested and charged.39 By the last day of the campaign, Tikhanovskaya herself 
went into hiding in Minsk fearing arrest, Kolesnikova and the team’s campaign 
chief were detained, and Tsepkalo fled for Moscow. 

Remarkably, the president rather refrained from holding public campaign 
events. On top of the very limited airtime allocated to him as to all candidates 
on state television, he had practically unlimited opportunities to address the 
audience of the state television as head of state, including the occasion of 
presenting an annual state of the union address to parliament on the day when 
early voting started on August 4. Apart from this, his campaign mostly 
consisted in meetings with various units in the security forces, as if those were 
his actual electorate to win over.  

The most dramatic and attention-grabbing piece of his campaign was, 
undoubtedly, the July 29 announcement that thirty-two Russian paramilitaries 
were arrested in Belarus and accused of plotting “to destabilize the situation in 
the country ahead of the election.”40 The suggestion that Russia might wish to 
see Lukashenko retire was not hard to believe given the president’s unflattering 
coverage on all Russian television channels, which have an enormous following 
in Belarus. However, this was neither the first nor the last time when he made a 
dramatic announcement of this sort, and that together with the somewhat 
comical details surfacing about the supposed coup41 probably limited the 
impression that the news made on the public.  

Public opinion polling is under very strict governmental license control in 
Belarus since 2016, and the polls carried by licensed research institutes are 
considered bogus by every Belarus-specialist I heard commenting on the topic. 
They did, nonetheless, show Lukashenko winning the race with well over 70 
percent of the vote, while an independent effort at carrying out a 
methodologically acceptable phone survey in the country illegally found 
Tikhonovskaya in the lead with 49 percent by early August, and Lukashenko 
stuck at 17-19 percent throughout the summer independently of the changing 
cast of relevant opposition candidates competing with him in the various stages 
of the campaign.42 
 
 

 
39  RFE/RL News on Belarus, August 1-6, 2020. 
40  RFE/RL News on Belarus, July 29, 2020. 
41  “Russia, Explained #46: Russian mercenaries in Belarus.” Novaya Gazeta, August 5, 

2020, https://novayagazeta.ru/articles/2020/08/05/86531-russia-explained-46. 
42  Gábor Tóka, “Lehet-e demokratizálni orosz segítséggel? A belarusz elnökválasztás 

adhatja meg a választ” [Can Democratization Proceed with Russian Support? The Belarus 
Presidential Election May Give the Answer], Vox Populi blog, August 11, 2020, 
https://kozvelemeny.org/2020/08/11/lehet-e-demokratizalni-orosz-segitseggel-a-belorusz-
elnokvalasztas-adhatja-meg-a-valaszt-posztunk-vegleges-valtozata-2020-aug-11/. Note also 
that a good portion of respondents remained undecided in all these surveys. 
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Balloting and Election Results 
 

Early voting was started on the Tuesday before the nominal election day on 
August 9, somewhat earlier than usual citing the pandemic (and the example of 
the Russian national vote about the new constitution in June-July 2020) as 
justification. The arrangements of early voting only differed in that even fewer 
citizen observers were allowed than on Sunday.43 As in previous years, there were 
widespread allegations that people were pressurized at their workplaces to vote 
during early voting, and that ballot stuffing mostly occurred during these days. 
Independent observers were at times prevented from doing their work and even 
detained. They could note access voter rolls and some times observed more than 
100% turnout at the precinct level. Vote counting was nearly exclusively carried 
by nominees of pro-governmental organizations: less than ten opposition 
representatives were allowed participate in the count in one of the more than 6000 
polling stations across the country.44 The OSCE election observation mission 
declined to attend because they were not invited in due time and their 
recommendations following previous elections were ignored. The official report 
of turnout during the days of early voting was nearly forty-two percent, much 
higher than in previous elections and about twice higher than suggested by the 
estimates of civic observers attempting to run a parallel count.45 

Opposition efforts to protect the vote mostly focused on making the 
sizeable support for their candidate visible on the streets, the polling stations, 
and, if possible, also in the vote count on the Sunday of the election.46 
Opposition supporters were encouraged to send in pictures of their filled ballots 
from the polling stations to a website so that some lower-bound estimates for 
the opposition vote are established for at least some precincts. Probably to 
disable this vote monitoring and the coordination of opposition activities 
throughout the day, the internet was nearly completely shut down in much of 
Belarus on election day. 

 
43  “CEC limits number of observers at polling stations,” Euradio FM, July 28, 2020, 

https://euroradio.fm/en/cec-limits-number-observers-polling-stations. 
44  Human Rights Defenders for Free Elections, “Belarus: Final observation report shows 

electoral process did not comply with international standards,” European Platform for 
Democratic Elections, December 16, 2020, https://www.epde.org/en/news/details/final-
observation-report-shows-electoral-process-did-not-comply-with-international-
standards.html. 

45  Tatsiana Ziniakova, “Belarus: Rule of Law Dimensions of 2020 Presidential Elections,” 
World Justice Project, August 18, 2020, https://worldjusticeproject.org/news/belarus-rule-
law-dimensions-2020-presidential-elections. 

46  Svetlana Reyter, “’This is a Turning Point in Belarusian history’, opposition leader 
Svetlana Tikhanovskaya on How Her Presidential Campaign Is Taking on Lukashenko,” 
Meduza, July 27, 2020. https://meduza.io/en/feature/2020/07/27/this-is-a-turning-point-in-
belarusian-history. 
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The official vote count was only announced on Monday, but most 
assumed that it was correctly anticipated by the official exit poll results and the 
preliminary vote count released on Sunday evening. This showed Lukashenko 
winning with nearly 80 percent of the vote47 – roughly like in all previous 
elections. Next day the official results were reported to the media. However, the 
election commission did not seem to post them on its website, and explicitly 
refused to report polling station level results (which were not reported for 
previous elections either). The results reported in the media are shown in Table 
1 and omit many details, including the number of eligible voters for the 
elections, and probably inflates turnout and especially early voting turnout. 
Identical figures appeared on a governmental webpage.48 

Even more disputed was, of course, the breakdown of the votes between 
the candidates. Note that the original source presented the percentages from all 
votes cast, which I changed here to conform with conventions in scholarship 
that expresses the votes for each option in the choice set on the ballot in 
percentage of all valid votes cast. The “against all” option was retained on the 
ballot paper from Soviet times and has no practical significance and effect under 
current rules, but is counted among the valid votes. 
 
 
Contesting the Election Results 
 

The official results were challenged in multiple ways. Nearly 700 
complaints were filed with the courts against the formation of precinct election 
commissions, though none were granted. Civilian election observers submitted 
about three thousand complaints against various gross violations of electoral 
rights in the process of balloting and vote counting but there is no sign that any 
would have been considered and granted.49 

Thirty thousand representatives of various organizations and (pro-
government) political parties from Belarus maintained, in response, that the 
election was held in strict adherence to legislation.50 The OSCE, however, upon 

 
47  Domestic observers questioned the validity of this poll, but the president of the Russian 

public opinion polling company VCIOM applauded it. “Presidential election 2020 in 
Belarus. VCIOM: Exit poll in Belarus in compliance with rules,” Belarus.by, August 9, 
2020, https://www.belarus.by/en/press-center/belarus-presidential-election-news/vciom-
exit-poll-in-belarus-in-compliance-with-rules_i_0000117224.html. 

48  “Presidential election 2020 in Belarus. Belarus presidential election results finalized,” 
Belarus.by, August 14, 2020, https://www.belarus.by/en/press-center/belarus-presidential-
election-news/belarus-vpresidential-election-results-finalized_i_0000117525.html. 

49  Human Rights Defenders for Free Elections, “Belarus: Final observation report shows 
electoral process did not comply with international standards.” 

50  “Presidential election 2020 in Belarus. Observers: Belarus presidential election in line 
with the law,” Belarus.by, August 10, 2020, https://www.belarus.by/en/press-center/ 
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reviewing the evidence concluded that minimum conditions for a transparent, 
free and fair election were not met, and the critical opinions appear to carry 
more authority on this matter.51 

There were attempts at verifying the results directly. First, citizens took 
pictures of precinct-level announcement of results, which are customarily 
displayed at polling stations, though not everywhere. The head of the central 
electoral commission Lidia Yermoshina condemned this alternative count for 
inciting mass riot,52 but insisted that the precinct protocols were not kept after 
the regional electoral commissions disbanded, hence there was nothing to be 
done.53 The 1310 precinct protocols that citizens took a picture of showed 
Tikhanovskaya at a 25% vote share in these precincts, which implies that in the 
remaining 4457 polling stations she ought to have had just 3 percent of the vote 
if the official election results were true. Since this seems highly unlikely, 
ordering a recount may have been prudent, but was not considered. 

Second, citizens sent pictures of over half a million votes (which 
candidate was supported and at which precinct) to the civil organization Golos. 
These were nearly all Tikhanovskaya votes and the count found that in a third of 
all polling stations more Tikhanovskaya votes were reported via this method 
than as many appeared in the precinct protocols.54 

All opposition candidates appealed to the Central Election Commission 
calling for annulling the results but these complaints were, it would seem, 
dismissed. Tsikhanouskaya claimed to have won with at least 60% of the vote. 

This note cannot review the momentous, enduring, and widespread but 
entirely peaceful, although eventually very brutally crashed protest movement 
that emerged in Belarus starting right after the release of the disputed exit poll 

 
 

belarus-presidential-election-news/observers-belarus-presidential-election-in-line-with-
the-law_i_0000117268.html. 

51  Wolfgang Benedek, OSCE Rapporteur’s Report under the Moscow Mechanism on Alleged 
Human Rights Violations related to the Presidential Elections of 9 August 2020 in Belarus, 
(Warsaw: OCSE, 2020), https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/2/b/469539.pdf. 

52  “Presidential election 2020 in Belarus. Online platform for alternative vote count 
identified as linchpin for staging mass riots in Belarus,” Belarus.by, August 9, 2020, 
https://www.belarus.by/en/press-center/belarus-presidential-election-news/online-
platform-for-alternative-vote-count-identified-as-linchpin-for-staging-mass-riots-in-
belarus_i_0000117195.html. 

53  “Деньги И Власть. В Цик Ответили На Вопросы Про Копии Протоколов 
Участковых Комиссий И Назначение Повторного Подсчета Голосов” [Money and 
Power. Cyclic Answers to Questions about Copies of Protocols of Commissions and 
Appointment of Re-Counting Votes], TUT.by, August 17, 2020, https://news.tut.by/ 
economics/697028.html.  

54  “ИТОГОВЫЙ ОТЧЕТ О выбор. АХ президента Республики Беларусь” [SUMMARY 
REPORT ON Election President of the Republic, Belarus], https://drive.google.com/ 
file/d/1kSprtBUUtS1vb-W_jc4QJkPkoZPJBWxd/view.  
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results, or the complex maneuvering that ensued in Belarus-Russia relations 
while the former got internationally isolated due to its authoritarianism and 
human rights abuses. Marches of previously unseen size – some in Minsk easily 
exceeding hundred thousand participants, and the total across the country 
probably nearing a million on August 16 – continued in the major cities for 
several months while literally all leaders and notable organizers were either 
incarcerated or forced into exile. Demonstrations were violently dispersed by 
the riot police using excessive force and rubber bullets, stun grenades, tear gas, 
and blank ammunition.  

Approximately 30 thousand citizens were detained at least once by the 
security forces, at least hundreds were tortured in prison, and dozens already 
received long prison sentences for participation in peaceful protest. At least 
three but probably as many as six people died as a direct consequence of police 
brutality. People were held in custody in degrading and crowded conditions, 
which, via the COVID-19 epidemics, posed a direct threat to their health and 
indeed life. “Former detainees described beatings, prolonged stress positions, 
electric shocks, and in at least one case, rape. Some had serious injuries. Police 
held detained protesters for days in overcrowded cells, often denying them food, 
water, medical assistance, and access to the toilet.”55 Literally hundreds of 
criminal cases were launched against leaders and ordinary participants alike. 
Journalists were also often detained, beaten, fined, or deported for covering the 
protests. 
 
 

Political Impact 
 

While China and Russia recognized the disputed election result, the 
European Union and the US did not, and even imposed some sanctions for the 
human rights abuses on selected Belarus officials. So far, all domestic and 
international protest was to no avail except that the regime hardly stands firm on 
its own feet. Some erstwhile supporters defected and the regime became more 
dependent on Russian assistance than before, even if this does not question the 
future of the regime on the short run. The opposition failed in calling a general 
strike or to build an organization, but Lukashenko’s image and legitimacy in 
Belarus seems to have suffered a fatal would. The Belarusian government has a 
broken international and domestic legitimacy. 

The protests were crashed for now, but political stability did not obtain. 
Remarkably, Lukashenko was inaugurated as reelected president secretly, 

 
55  HRW (Human Rights Watch) reports and news items on Belarus, January 13, 2021, 

https://www.hrw.org/europe/central-asia/belarus. 
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without the publicity and pomp required by law.56 That he cannot hang on for 
long seems to be a much more widespread assumption now than it was just a 
year ago. Some think that errors of judgement made this happen: a mismanaged 
manipulation of which opposition candidate should be allowed to run, the 
announcement of a far too provocative official results instead of acknowledging 
the growth of opposition and violating broadly held social norms with the 
unexpectedly violent oppression of dissent in the days after the election. For 
other analysts, these may all look like more or less likely by-products of society 
finding a stronger voice vis-à-vis the state in Belarus politics.  

Either way, to quell protests, Lukashenko was moved to pledge that he 
will introduce constitutional reforms curbing presidential powers, submit the 
new constitution to a referendum before or at the time of the local elections 
expected at the beginning of 2022, and even promised to step down and call 
early elections for parliament and president once the protest movement stopped 
and the constitutional reforms passed. It would seem that Tikhanovskaya’s 
campaign may yet reach its aim and help unseating Lukashenko, just slower and 
at a much higher price than the now dispersed Women’s Solidarity leaders and 
their supporters hoped. 

 
Table 1: The official but disputed turnout at the 2020 Belarus election 
 N In percentage  

of total votes cast 
Total votes cast 5,818.955  
Early voting 2,806.640 48.24 
Invalid/blank votes 69.505 1.19 
Source: Tut.by (2020) 
 
 
Table 2: The official but disputed results of the 2020 presidential election in Belarus 
Candidates Votes In percentage of valid votes 
Alexander Lukashenko 4,661.075 81.04 
Svetlana Tikhonovskaya 588.622 10.23 
Anna Kanopatskaya 97.489 1.69 
Andrey Dmitriev 70.671 1.23 
Sergey Cherechen 66.613 1.16 
Against all 267.360 4.65 
Source: Tut.by (2020) 

 
56  Scott Neuman, “Belarus President Is Secretly Inaugurated Weeks After Disputed 

Election,” National Public Radio, September 23, 2020, https://www.npr.org/2020/ 
09/23/916000965/belarus-president-is-secretly-inaugurated-weeks-after-disputed-election. 
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LARRY DIAMOND 
Ill Winds: Saving Democracy from Russian Rage, Chinese 
Ambition, and American Complacency 
(New York: Penguin Press, 2019, Google Play Books), 355 pp. 

 
Arguably, the year 2020 was a highly consequential annus horribilis for 

the whole international community. The volatile global context, weakened 
multilateralism, the emerging Communist superpower of China, the reviving 
autocracy of Russia, a strained Transatlantic relationship, Brexit, rampant 
disinformation campaigns, and, above all, the COVID-19 pandemic with its 
multiple interconnected crises, have all dealt big blows to key pillars of the 
liberal world order. And one of these pillars – liberal democracy – has been 
particularly under siege for some years now. “In every region of the world, 
autocrats are seizing the initiative, democrats are on the defensive, and the space 
for competitive politics and free expression is shrinking,” warns author Larry 
Diamond in his book about the “ill winds” that are pushing the global retreat of 
democracy and freedom (12). He thus joins a series of other experts in 
contemporary history and comparative politics that have been sounding the 
alarm bell over the breakdown of liberal democracy around the globe, with 
explicit titles such as How Democracy Ends, The Light that Failed, and Twilight 
of Democracy.1 

Throughout his fourteen-chapter book, by mixing prescient realism with a 
sense of educated hope, the author basically tackles the global democratic 
recession and reflects on ways to proactively reverse it. One obvious aspect 
underlined time and again in the book is the quintessential role played by 
political culture, the civil society, and the individual citizens in this regard. 
Echoing the creed of the legendary Vaclav Havel, Diamond says that 
“individuals can determine the fate of democracy” (14). Among competing 
understandings of democracy, a minimalist conception of the term describes it 
as “a system of government in which the people can choose and replace their 
leaders in regular, free, and fair elections” (18). Electoral democracies are a 
good starting point, but the normative final destination should be a liberal 
democracy. The latter entails much more than just the ability to choose one’s 
leader. It requires representative democracy, translated through majority rule, a 
liberal government ensuring strong protections for basic liberties and minority 
rights, and a republican government focused on providing good and inclusive 
governance. The more liberal democracies grow, the stronger and more resilient 

 
1  Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt, How Democracies Die (New York: Penguin Random 

House, 2018); Ivan Krastev and Stephen Holmes, The Light that Failed (New York: 
Pegasus Books, 2019); Anne Applebaum, Twilight of Democracy (New York: Penguin 
Random House, 2020). 
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they are too, on their way to becoming consolidated democracies with a 
significant dose of democratic legitimacy (26-28). As the author suggests, that 
is easier said than achieved, and even harder to sustain on the long term. 

Building on Samuel Huntington’s “wave theory,”2 Larry Diamond recalls that 
the world was transformed for the better by the third wave of democratization, which 
evolved progressively in the 1970s and 1980s, and then experienced a significant 
boost after the fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of the Cold War, with the 
democratization of Central and Eastern Europe and the dramatic democratization of 
Sub-Saharan Africa. “In a democratic wave, the number of countries making the 
transition to democracy greatly exceeds the number moving away from it, and overall 
levels of liberty rise,” while the opposite is true in a reverse wave (42). By 2006, most 
of the countries with a population of over one million were democracies, and a third 
of them were liberal democracies. But that fateful year marked the dawn of 
democratic recession, which went hand in hand with declining freedom around the 
world. “Freedom, tolerance, and the rule of law are being challenged in even the most 
advanced liberal democracies,” as established democracies are becoming more 
polarized and intolerant, emerging democracies are facing existential threats, and 
autocrats are becoming more brazenly dictatorial (58). 

The independent group Freedom House, quoted by the author several times 
in the book, found that 2019 was the fourteenth consecutive year of decline in 
global freedom, as “many freely elected leaders are dramatically narrowing their 
concerns to a blinkered interpretation of the national interest.”3 The report 
nominates former American President Donald Trump as being one such leader. In 
his chapter dedicated to “the authoritarian temptation,” Larry Diamond details the 
main elements of the democratic recession: the rise of illiberal and populist 
movements in Europe and the United States; the steady decline in American 
democracy; and the exponential grow in global power and influence of Russia and 
China, the two authoritarian powerhouses that are adamant on undermining 
democracies and liberal values around the world (60-82). Illiberal populism is anti-
elitist, anti-pluralist, anti-institutionalist, plebiscitary, intolerant, and nationalist. It 
was embraced by world leaders like Vladimir Putin, Victor Orban, Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan or Rodrigo Duterte. And, to some extent, by the forty-fifth American 
president. One key takeaway from the “autocrats’ 12-step program” is that 
democracy nowadays is not reversed through military coups, which were the main 
method used in previous reverse ways. Rather, democratic erosion is typically 
administered in a more subtle and incremental way, step by step, via “creeping 
authoritarianism” that slowly suffocates democracy – gradually and then suddenly 
(65-66). With the exception of Hungary, all democracies that had begun to break 
down in recent years did not meet Diamond’s test of liberal democracy. 

 
2  Samuel P. Huntington, “Democracy’s Third Wave,” Journal of Democracy 2, no. 2 

(Spring 1991): 12-34. 
3  “Freedom in the World 2020”, Freedom House, accessed 3 April 2021, 

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2020/leaderless-struggle-democracy. 
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With regards to Russia’s global assault on democratic norms, the author 
identifies its origins in the fact that, for most Russians, the demise of the Soviet 
Union “brought not modernization and integration into the West but poverty 
and national humiliation” (111). After the failed shock therapy of the ‘90s, a 
key agent in manipulating Russian resentment and transforming the country in 
an ever more repressive kleptocracy has been President Vladimir Putin. 
Through its relentless disinformation campaigns, “Moscow sought to undermine 
liberal democracies by strengthening extremist forces” (121). As part of the 
country’s sharp power, Russian propaganda, disinformation, and covert shady 
funding targeted national elections in European countries like Germany, France, 
Italy, the Netherlands, and Sweden. However, in the author’s opinion, “in the 
long run, the greatest external threats to global democracy are the ambitions of a 
rising China, not the resentments of a falling Russia” (125). 

Just like Russia, China is using the openness and pluralism of democratic 
societies to subvert and weaken them, at the same time when Beijing’s domestic 
rule is becoming increasingly repressive (131). But China’s goals, just like its 
resources, are broader and more varied than Russia’s. With its technological 
hubris and model of dictatorship and state-run capitalism, China has inspired 
authoritarian populist rulers in Central and Eastern Europe, and not only, “by 
suggesting the existence of a more successful authoritarian model” compared to 
that of liberal democracy (139). In recent years, Chinese President Xi Jinping 
has sometimes earned international praise by asserting China’s openness and 
championing multilateralism in international forums. It is also making great use 
of its media, universities, business and philanthropy to whitewash its image 
abroad as the world’s most powerful dictatorship. The diffusion of authoritarian 
leadership models is one international cause for democratic recession, but, 
according to Professor Diamond, the most alarming feature is that of American 
retreat from its long-established role of global leadership and the internal 
demise of the American model of liberal democracy, which translated into 
fewer constraints on autocrats. 

In the author’s perception, the defining element in turning about the “ill 
winds” of authoritarianism worldwide is represented by the reverse of the decline of 
American democracy. The argument goes that American democratic renewal is a 
prerequisite for global democratic renewal. In order to consolidate the normative 
power of the United States, Diamond advocates for domestic renewal and more 
energic external action. In order to “make American democracy great again,” “we 
must forthrightly confront – across party and ideological lines – the assault on truth, 
science, the news media, the judicial system, immigrants, minorities, the civil 
service, and our democratic allies that President Donald Trump has deliberately 
unleashed” (254). Granted, the illiberal actions and the authoritarian drive of the 
former president may be the paramount challenge for the American democratic 
system, even after the swearing into office of the Democrat Joseph Biden. But the 
decline of American democracy has deeper roots, like the extreme polarization of 
the country and the Congress, partisan gerrymandering, and the fragmented media 
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landscape coupled with the flamboyant rise of social media – the prime vector for 
disinformation. A case could also be made for the country’s fraught history of racial 
segregation and voter suppression. In order to fix American democracy, Diamond 
speaks of seven remedies, none of which require a constitutional amendment (255). 

A special chapter is dedicated to the rise of new technologies, including social 
media, and their ambivalent effects on democracy. These technologies can be a great 
driver for progress and social inclusion, building state resilience and stimulating 
economic efficiency. However, the considerable power of the same technologies has 
the potential to limit fundamental rights and freedoms, to foment hate speech and 
conspiracy theories, to polarize beyond limits and, in the end, to undermine the whole 
democratic playbook. In discussing the digital authoritarianism embodied by the 
Chinese model of overarching censorship and automated surveillance systems, the 
author writes that “no dictatorship manipulates social media more massively, with 
more frightening implications for freedom, than China” (235). 

How can democratic decline be effectively countered? “The most obvious 
response to the ill winds blowing from the world’s autocracies is to help the 
winds of freedom blowing in the other direction” (200). Among prescribed 
measures feature supporting and training coalitions for anti-corruption, 
increased aid for swing states like Ukraine and Tunisia, boosting assistance for 
investigative journalism, and using (coercive) diplomacy in order to defend 
human rights activists and expose abuses. “Ukraine is the classic swing state. It 
could stride forward, for the first time in its history, toward genuine democracy 
and the rule of law” (216). But it could also remain trapped in a chronically 
corrupt system that is increasingly captured by an expansionist Kremlin. 

As for the election of Donald Trump in 2016, Larry Diamond noted that 
“Trump came to power by splitting Americans apart,” with some foreign 
support and predicted that he will be driven from power “only when Americans 
came together” (284). That was hardly the case with the November 2020 
presidential elections when, aside from Joseph Biden, Donald Trump managed 
to secure more votes than any presidential candidate in American history, with 
the help of his Republican enablers. After Barack Obama’s “leading from 
behind” strategy and Donald Trump’s “America First” policy, Joseph Biden’s 
widely publicized plan to host a “Summit for Democracy” during his first year 
in office leaves room for moderate optimism. Washington could use the summit 
to develop a new blueprint for U.S. global engagement on democracy, by 
supporting the cause of democratic values at home and abroad. America may 
still be the “indispensable nation” in democratic restoration, but it need not 
work alone. One obvious partner is the European Union, but strong cases can 
also be made for the United Kingdom, Japan and Australia. By working 
together, they can create a democratic bulwark against the forces of tyranny. 

Larry Diamond, a Stanford University professor and founding co-editor 
of the “Journal of Democracy,” combines his comprehensive academic research 
with his vast empirical experience to provide us a compelling and timely 
account of the worldwide threat to democracy, explaining his readers how this 
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phenomenon came about and, more importantly, making a set of concrete 
prescriptions to turn the tide against the authoritarian impulse. “In the end, 
democracy is only as strong as the courage of the people whose responsibility it 
is to defend it” (282) is a phrase that is sure to resound in the minds of the 
readers long after they finish Diamond’s latest book. 
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ROBERT ADAM 
Două veacuri de populism românesc [Two Centuries of 
Romanian Populism] 
(Bucharest: Humanitas, 2018), 294 pp. 
 

Robert Adam in Two Centuries of Romanian Populism provides a very 
well documented and exhaustive study on populism in Romanian, using a 
historical approach. Through the analysis of the pre-war Romanian populist 
currents, the author makes his contribution to this field that rather lacks studies 
about the Romanian populism. Nevertheless, we can mention the well-known 
volume edited by Sergiu Gherghina and Sergiu Mișcoiu, Populist Parties and 
Personalities in Post-communist Romania,1 a sociological research on political 
preferences and political culture. We can also add the existence of a literature 
that deals with more recent manifestations of populism in Eastern Europe, in the 
context of the emergence of fake news phenomenon.2 The aim of Robert 
Adam’s book is to establish the ideological roots of contemporary populism in 
Romania through a historical perspective. The purpose is achieved by the author 
by observing the development of the populist concept over the last two 
centuries in the Romanian philosophical and political landscape. 

The book is an extension of the author’s doctoral thesis on “National-
populism in Romania. Tradition and Post-communist Revival” that he defended 
at Université Libre de Bruxelles.3 The author’s interest in populism developed 
during his student years in Paris, in the early 2000s, when populist parties 

 
1  Sergiu Gherghina and Sergiu Mișcoiu, eds., Partide și personalități populiste în România 

postcomunistă [Populist parties and personalities in post-communist Romania] (Iași: 
Institutul European, 2010). 

2  Marian Voicu, Matrioșka Mincinoșilor. Fake news, manipulare, populism [The 
Matryoshka of Liars: Fake News, Manipulation, Populism] (Bucharest: Humanitas, 2018). 

3  Robert Adam, “National-populism in Romania. Tradition and Post-communist Revival” 
(PhD diss., Université Libre de Bruxelles, 2016). 
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started their rise all around Europe. The presence in the French Parliament of 
Jean-Marie Le Pen’s far-right populist party, the National Front, had become 
commonplace at the time, albeit it was politically isolated from the rest of the 
parliamentary parties. A major surprise was Jorg Haider’s Freedom Party, as it 
obtained the second place in the 1999 Austrian legislative elections. The 
Freedom Party, a far-right populist party with anti-European rhetoric, 
participated after the 1999 elections in the formation of a governing coalition 
with the Social Democratic Party of Austria. From that moment on, the 
ascension of the populist parties begun. In Romania, in the 2000 Parliamentary 
and Presidential elections, Greater Romania Party, a xenophobic and far-right 
populist party and his leader, Corneliu Vadim Tudor, a former propagandist of 
the communist regime, ranked second in both elections. In the French 
Presidential election of 2002, the biggest surprise was the accession of Jean 
Marie Le Pen in the second round – he eventually lost to Jacques Chirac. 
Reading the first pages of this book, we can understand that the author’s 
dissertation and its elaboration were inspired by the proliferation and political 
rise of populist movements in most European countries (6), but also by the 
ideological ambiguity around the concept of populism (9-13). 

The book is structured in two parts. The first one analyzes the 
transformations and metamorphoses of Romanian populism during the 
nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth century, while the second 
part of the book is dedicated to post-communist populism. Acknowledging the 
ambiguity of defining populism, the author exposes in the first pages of the 
book the various theories about this concept. Thus, the analysis begins with a 
literature review, paying more attention to the populist theory formulated by 
Margaret Canovan.4 Her theory states that the populist phenomenon could be 
divided in two types: agrarian populism and political populism. The first type of 
populism is the agrarian one which encompasses three subcategories: (1) 
agrarian socialism of narodniki Russian intellectuals, (2) radicalism of farmers 
illustrated by the People’s Party in the United States of America, and (3) the 
agrarian movements encountered in Central and Eastern Europe in the interwar 
period. The second type of populism is the political one, represented by four 
subcategories: (1) Caesarism, (2) populist democracy, (3) reactionary populism, 
and (4) the populism of politicians. Agrarian populism theorized and analyzed 
by Canovan captures very well the specifics of Romanian populism during the 
period when this country was a kingdom. 

The first part of the book is dedicated to the analysis of the ideological 
roots of Romanian populism. In this sense, the author introduces the main 
currents of populist thought present in the pre-war period, like poporanism or 
sămănătorism, concepts that we develop hereafter. 

 
4  Margaret Canovan, Populism (New York & London: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1981). 
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The author begins his analysis of the Romanian populist phenomenon 
with Tudor Vladimirescu and the revolutionary movement he led in 1821. Most 
specialists agree that Tudor Vladimirescu embodied all the elements specific to 
an incipient populism: distrust of political institutions, the myth of the 
charismatic hero as savior of the people, and the scapegoating of foreigners as 
responsible for abuses and oppression.5 As an example, in the letter addressed in 
February 1821 to the boyar Nicolae Văcărescu, Tudor Vladimirescu stated: “the 
homeland is the people, and not the plunder of the robbers!” (20). 

In the following pages, Robert Adam discusses the challenges produced 
by modernity, challenges which are used for formulating the first populist ideas: 

 
“Towards the end of the nineteenth century, bourgeois Romania broke away from the 
Balkans and feudalism and turned vertiginously towards the West [...] an equivalent 
orientation for them [some intellectuals] with an alienation from the people” (32). 
 
The author then continues with the presentation of the main populist 

currents during the Kingdom of Romania. He describes the narodnichevsto of 
Dobrogeanu Gherea, which later evolved towards socialism and was exposed in 
the work Neoserfdom: Economic-Sociological Study of Our Agrarian Problem.6 
Constantin Dobrogeanu Gherea, as a refugee from the Tsarist Empire, actively 
participated in the actions of the Russian narodniks. Therefore, he brought with 
him to Romania the narodnichevsto philosophy, according to which the 
educated elite has the mission to descend to the people and to offer them 
knowledge. The presentation of populist currents continues with the 
poporanism of Constantin Stere, “a Romanian ideological product par 
excellence” (52), and his idea of rural democracy. The poporanism imagined by 
Stere is an ideal and a phenomenon rather affective than a doctrinal one. Like 
Dobrogeanu Gherea, Constantin Stere was a Russian immigrant influenced by 
narodnichevsto philosophy. At the heart of poporanist philosophy are the 
village and the peasantry as preservers of national wisdom and as possible 
sources of national revival (63). Nicolae Iorga’s sămănătorism is the next type 
of populism discussed by the author. The sămănătorism is a type of ethnic 
populism that idealizes rural life. Another populist current presented by the 
author is the agrarian populism illustrated in the political program of the 
National Peasant Party. The first part of the book concludes with the analysis of 
the national populism of the legionary movement. 

 
5  Andreia Roman, Le populisme quarante-huitard [The Populism of 1848] (Bucharest: 

Fundația Culturală Română, 1999): 21. 
6  Constantin Dobrogeanu Gherea, Neoiobăgia. Studiu economico-sociologic al problemei 

noastre agrare [Neoserfdom. Economic-Sociological Study of Our Agrarian Problem] 
(Bucharest: Editura Librăriei Socec, 1910). 
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In the second part of the book, the author addresses the situation of 
populism in post-communist Romania. Although the title of the book announces 
a presentation of two centuries of populism, the structure of the book includes 
an analysis of pre-war populism, and another analysis of post-communist 
populism, while the almost five decades of Communism are not included in the 
analysis. The author argues for the non-inclusion of the communist period 
because in Romania, just like all over the Eastern Bloc, communism claimed its 
ideological roots in Marxism. Even if the author decided not to analyze the 
communist regime at large, he has still dedicated a few pages to the ideological 
transformations that took place during the communist regime, transformations 
that would be, in his opinion, at the ideological origin of the Romanian post-
communist populism. 

The communist regime in Romania, as in the other Eastern European 
countries, was imposed in 1946 by the Soviet Union at the end of the Second 
World War. The roots of national-communism can be identified in the policy of 
distancing from the Soviet Union started by Gheorghiu-Dej with the negotiation 
of the withdrawal of the Soviet troops from Romania in 1958. The emerging 
national-communist ideology was then exacerbated during Ceaușescu’s regime. 
Thus, the sole objective was to perpetuate the leader’s power and to overcome 
the authority of Moscow, while ensuring the support and obedience of the 
people. In their attempt, the protochronist ideologues of Ceaușescu’s regime 
emphasized the regressive nationalism and a glorifying approach of the past, 
marked by the voivodes and the primacy of Românism (Romanian specificity). 
This ideology of national-communism, this vision of the primacy of Românism, 
were carefully cultivated in society through the countless state-controlled 
cultural and media institutions. 

This was the ideological context in which the fall of the communist 
regime occurred in 1989. Robert Adam recalls the populist political parties and 
leaders, their chronological succession, ending his analysis with the 2014 
Presidential elections and retracing the ideological roots of Romanian post-
communist populism in the national-communist policy adopted during Nicolae 
Ceaușescu’s communist regime. Thus, the author identifies in the xenophobic 
populist discourse of Corneliu Vadim Tudor, the leader of the Greater Romania 
Party, the central elements of Nicolae Ceaușescu’s national-communism 
discourse, which turns Vadim and his party into the continuators of the populist 
discourse of national-communist origin. Another populist movement analyzed 
by Adam is the People’s Party Dan Diaconescu. The party’s name was 
reminiscent of the People’s Party from the interwar period, but with no 
ideological connection. 

The two parties analyzed are the only relevant populist movements that 
managed to become parliamentary parties. In his analysis, Adam also pays 
attention to right-wing nationalist populist movements, recalling the founding of 
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the New Christian Romania Party under the close supervision of some of the old 
leaders of the interwar Legionary Movement. The author also mentions the New 
Generation Party led by George Becali, an eccentric leader with an anti-
communist and deeply Christian discourse. For Robert Adam, the ideological 
origins of the current Romanian populism are found in the national-communist 
ideology of Ceaușescu’s regime. The causes are, on the one hand, the changes 
that occurred at the socio-economic level during the almost fifty years of 
communist regime. The progressive agrarian populism promoted by Constantin 
Stere or Constantin Dobrogeanu-Gherea would not be echoed at the time. In the 
same way, the mystical and anti-communist nationalist populism of the 
legionaries would no longer find its followers. On the other hand, the main 
cleavage around which the parties were formed in post-communist Romania 
was the relation to the communist past. Therefore, both the Greater Romania 
Party and the People’s Party Dan Diaconescu directly assumed the glorious past 
of the communist regime or adopted the national-communist rhetoric. 

The originality and strength of the book written by Robert Adam consist 
in identifying a continuity of the populist ideology in Romania over two 
centuries. Richly documented, the book not only exposes the post-communist 
populist movements, but also tries to restore the historical thread of the populist 
ideology in Romania from the last two centuries. A weak point of Robert 
Adam’s book is the imbalance between the two parts of the volume. The 
national-communist regime is quite vaguely outlined and lacks real 
problematization, while the last part of the book, which deals with the period 
after the 1989 Revolution, seems more like a review of political formations, 
especially of extremist ones, focusing on some of their directions of action. 

In conclusion, Robert Adam’s book, through the historical approach of 
the populist phenomenon in Romania, is an important contribution to this field 
of study. Without insisting on one precise period, Robert Adam offers a 
complete picture of the evolution of the populist phenomenon in Romania. 
Although several books have been published on this topic, Robert Adam’s 
contribution is a real foray into the two-century history of the populist 
phenomenon by identifying the possible ideological roots of the more recent 
post-communist manifestations. 

 
ANDREI GHEORGHE, 

(University of Bucharest) 
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BOGDAN-IULIAN RANTEȘ 
Relațiile României cu state din Africa Ecuatorială și de 
Vest (1960-1974) [The Relations between Romania and 
States from Equatorial and Western Africa (1960-1974)] 
(Târgoviște: Cetatea de Scaun, 2017), 287 pp. 

 
Despite the special attention that the academic literature has given to the 

various aspects of the Romanian communist regime and Ceaușescu’s rule - such 
as the relation with the Soviet Union, or with the West, respectively with other 
countries from the region, or ideological changes1 - there are fewer studies that 
analyze the relationship with Africa, although the Ceaușescu regime had strong 
ties with the African countries. This has clearly changed in the last few years, 
and we note a development of this field of research mainly after 2010. There 
has been an increase in the number of studies on the foreign policy of Eastern 
European communist regimes in Africa2 and a progressive interest of Romanian 
scholars on the matter.3 In this context, the present book represents a 

 
1  Thomas Kunze, Nicolae Ceaușescu: o biografie [Nicolae Ceaușescu: A Biography] 

(Bucharest: Vremea, 2002); Adam Burakowski, Dictatura lui Nicolae Ceaușescu. Geniul 
din Carpați 1965-1989 [The Dictatorship of Nicolae Ceaușescu. The Carpathian Genius 
1965-1989] (Iași: Polirom, 2011); Catherine Durandin, “Le système Ceausescu. Utopie 
totalitaire et nationalisme insulaire,” [The Ceausescu System. Totalitarian Utopia and 
Insular Nationalism] Vingtième Siècle. Revue d'histoire, no. 25 (January-March 1990). 

2  Philip Muehlenbeck, Czechoslovakia in Africa, 1945-1968 (Palgrave: Macmillan, 2016); 
Sergey Mazov, A Distant Front in the Cold War: The USSR in West Africa and the 
Congo, 1956–1964, (Washington DC: Woodrow Wilson Press, 2010); Maxim 
Matusevich, “Revisiting the Soviet Moment in Sub-Saharan Africa,” History Compass 7, 
no. 5 (2009); Igho Natufe, Soviet Policy in Africa: from Lenin to Brezhnev (Blloomington: 
iUniverse, 2011), Rinna Kullaa, Non-Alignment and its Origins in Cold War Europe. 
Yugoslavia, Finland, and the Soviet Challenge (London: I. B. Tauris, 2011); Robert 
Niebuhr, The Search for a Cold War Legitimacy. Foreign Policy and Tito’s Yugoslavia 
(Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2018). 

3  Bogdan C. Iacob and Iolanda Vasile, “Agents of Decolonization? Romanian Activities in 
Mozambique’s Oil and Health Sectors (1976-1984),” in Between East and South: Spaces 
of Interaction in the Globalizing Economy of the Cold War, eds. Anna Calori, Anne-
Kristin Hartmetz, Bence Kocsev, James Mark and Jan Zofka (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2019), 
133-163; Mihai Dinu Gheorghiu and Adrian Netedu, “African Students and the 
Transformation Process of Romania Education. From the Political Issue of 
Internationalism to the Romanian Educational Offer between 1970 and 1990,” Analele 
Științifice ale Universității Alexandru Ioan Cuza din Iași. Sociologie și Asistență Socială 
8, no. 1 (2015): 131-143; Iolanda Vasile, “African Independence within the Socialist 
Republic of Romania’s Photographic Archive,” in (Re)Imagining African Independence: 
Film, Visual Arts and the Fall of the Portuguese Empire, eds.  Maria do Carmo Piçarra 
and Teresa Castro (London: Peter Lang, 2017), 151-171; Bogdan C. Iacob, “From Africa 
to the World: Romania’s Global Turn in the 1970s,” Studii şi Materiale de Istorie 
Contemporană 18, no. 1 (2019): 149-162; Mioara Anton, “Into Africa: Nicolae 
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quantitative contribution to this effort of understanding, via archives, the 
communist foreign policy in Africa. It represents a rigorous and meticulous 
research on the Romanian ties with five sub-Saharan states, analyzing the 
diplomatic, economic, cultural, military, and partisan dimensions. The study 
constitutes one of the first attempts to analyze historical (National Archives) 
and diplomatic (Ministry of Foreign Affairs) Romanian archives, respectively a 
starting point for exploiting the relations that the Romanian regime had with the 
vast territory (18). 

The here-discussed volume represents the author’s doctoral thesis, which 
aims at “sketching the way in which Romania established bilateral relations 
with countries from Equatorial and Western Africa and their development in the 
studied period” (15). The book is structured in six chapters. The general 
overview of the evolution of Romanian foreign policy regarding the sub-
Saharan African countries is followed by five monographies which constitute 
the main contribution of this study. Guinea, Ghana, the Democratic Republic of 
Congo/ex-Zaire, Congo Republic/Congo-Brazzaville, respectively the Central 
African Republic are the cases chosen by the author, as these countries had the 
most intense exchanges with the Romanian regime during the 1960s and 
beginning of the 1970s. Each chapter is subdivided into four to six parts, 
including a general overview and the specific traits of the bilateral exchanges 
and evolutions. These six chapters are organized in an autonomous way, thus 
one advantage being that each case study can be consulted separately. When 
opening the table of contents, it becomes obvious that the order does not respect 
the geographical reference, as the structure follows a historical criterion. 
Bogdan-Iulian Ranteș chose to present the case studies following a chronological 
approach, taking as reference the starting moment of bilateral relations. 

The two temporal references are not randomly chosen: 1960 is the year in 
which most of the African states gained independence, Ghana being the 
precursor in 1957, whereas 1974 represents the peak of economic development, 
and the year when Ceaușescu made a tour to Africa (38). The communist 
regime in Romania in this period has two different phases, the first featuring 
Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej as General Secretary of the Romanian Communist 
Party, and the period after 1965, with Nicolae Ceaușescu taking power after the 
death of his predecessor. Following the author’s observation, we can identify 
four stages of the Romania-African relations during this period, as it follows: 

 
 

Ceausescu’s Tour of March-April 1972,” Twentieth Century Communism 15, 2018; 
Domnica Gorovei, “Regards croisés - les relations bilatérales Roumanie-Sénégal (1965-
1980). Les échanges diplomatiques de Nicolae Ceaușescu avec Léopold Sédar Senghor,” 
[Perspectives - Romania-Senegal Bilateral Relations (1965-1980). Nicolae Ceaușescu’s 
Diplomatic Exchanges with Léopold Sédar Senghor] Studia Politica. Romanian Political 
Science Review 20, no. 4, 2020: 589-614. 
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(1) in 1960 – the decolonization became an important matter on the agenda of 
the Romanian communist regime; (2) 1961-1964 – the discovery of Africa and 
its economic perspectives; (3) 1965-1970 – party ties and diversification of 
dialogue; (4) 1971-1975 – intensification of exchanges within the fields of 
cooperation (38). 

Each of the case studies (chapters II-VI) provides rich information from 
diplomatic documents about the way in which the Romanian regime organized 
the dialogue and the components of state visits, and it emphasized the variations 
of the intensity of the exchanges from one country to another and from one 
period to another. 

The annexes (246-287) constitute an illustration in micro of the diversity 
of topics analyzed in the book. The author presents photos from state visits or 
pieces of emblematic documents of the period – letters, Romanian proposals of 
cooperation, economic agreements, maps for the exploitation of natural 
resources, lists of exchanged goods, ceremonial moments etc. 

The present analysis of unpublished archives must continue with an in-
depth analysis of the five-case studies that surpass the mere quantitative 
approach and reach a qualitative perspective. The introductory remarks and the 
bibliographical references show that the author focused solely on the Romanian 
studies and, more specifically, on literature from the communist era. Each case 
study ends with a brief one-paragraph conclusion that clearly must be 
developed. Although in the title there is a reference to two sub-regions of the 
African continent, the author did not identify regional approaches or 
resemblances and common traits between Equatorial Africa or Western Africa. 
Thus, what was noted earlier as an advantage – the independence between 
chapters – remains at the end one of the study’s weaknesses as the integration of 
these cases is barely sketched. 

In conclusion, this book is one of the first articulated academic efforts to 
analyze diplomatic archives and constitutes a good starting point for scholars or 
students interested in the Romanian African relations during the Cold War. The 
volume also offers an illustration of a study based on the vastity of newly 
opened Romanian diplomatic archives combined with what we can call the 
essential three-journal triad of the communist press, the daily newspapers 
România Liberă [Free Romania] and Scînteia [The Spark], respectively the 
international weekly journal Lumea [The World]. 
 

DOMNICA GOROVEI, 
(University of Bucharest) 
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H. R. MCMASTER 
Battlegrounds: The Fight to Defend the Free World 
(New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2020), 545 pp. 
 

In his most recent book, Battlegrounds: The Fight to Defend the Free 
World, published in 2020, the former United States Army lieutenant-general 
and former National Security Advisor H. R. McMaster delivers a strong critique 
for the current United States of America foreign policy. The book could be seen 
as a memoir and as a history of the U.S. foreign policy since the end of the Cold 
War. Just like in Dereliction of Duty: Johnson, McNamara, the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff, and the Lies That Led to Vietnam, published in 1997, in which McMaster 
tracked the errors that led to the disastrous prolonged war in Vietnam, now the 
author, among other things, identifies the errors that led to the lengthy wars in 
Iraq and Afghanistan, and draws the main battlegrounds the United States will 
face in the near future. The author also offers his opinions regarding the correct 
course of action for the future U.S. foreign policy decision-makers. 

The main claim made by McMaster in Battlegrounds is that U.S. foreign 
policy in the past thirty years was dominated by a specific mindset, called 
“strategic narcissism.” The term was first coined by the leading classical realist 
scholar of the twentieth century, Hans Morgenthau, in a co-authored essay 
written in 1978 with Ethel Person, titled “The Roots of Narcissism.”1 According 
to McMaster, “strategic narcissism” represents “the tendency to view the world 
only in relation to the United States and to assume that the future course of 
events depends primarily on U.S. decisions or plans” (15). Moreover, McMaster 
believes that “two mindsets result from strategic narcissism, overconfidence and 
resignation” (16) and both attitudes can damage U.S. foreign policy. Drawing 
from historian Zachary Shore,2 McMaster offers a remedy for “strategic 
narcissism” which is “strategic empathy,” defined as “the skill of understanding 
what drives and constrains one’s adversary” (16). Indeed, according to 
McMaster, strategic empathy could act as a correction to strategic narcissism as 
it “applies to allies as well as adversaries” (358). 

Drawing from his study of history as well as from his personal 
experience, McMaster offers a complex survey of the world in which we live 
today and sounds the alarm bell for the U.S. foreign policy makers, urging them 
to watch this world through new lenses, the lenses of “strategic empathy.” The 
book contains seven parts and thirteen chapters. Each part details a specific 
battleground, presenting the issue at hand and offering specific advice to deal 

 
1  Hans Morgenthau, Ethel Person, “The Roots of Narcissism,” The Partisan Review 45, no. 

3 (Summer 1978): 337-347. 
2  Zachary Shore, A Sense of the Enemy: The High-Stakes History of Reading Your Rival’s 

Mind (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014). 
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with those issues. In the first part, McMaster depicts Russia’s authoritarian 
leader, Vladimir Putin, almost as a chess player, embarked on a campaign to 
undermine the Western democracies (25), using a playbook which combined all 
the tools of a hybrid war: propaganda, disinformation, and cyber-attacks. 

In the next part, McMaster moves on to China’s strongman Xi Jinping 
and describes the Chinese Communist Party’s efforts to extend China’s 
influence along its frontiers and beyond, and regain the honor lost during the 
“century of humiliation” (99). According to McMaster, China’s quest for 
national rejuvenation and expansion rests on three policies: “Made in China 
2025,” “One Belt One Road” (OBOR), and “Military-Civil Fusion” (110). 

In the third part, McMaster surveys South Asia, tackling the issue of the 
U.S. war in Afghanistan, already the longest war in U.S. history. He reminds the 
reader about the dangerous hostility between India and Pakistan, both nuclear 
powers, as well as the danger posed by terrorist cells, which have found a safe 
haven in the region. McMaster observes that “twenty foreign terrorist 
organizations were active in Afghanistan and Pakistan alone” (171-172) and 
considers that “striking a deal with the Taliban for the purpose of withdrawing 
from America’s longest war are likely to be far worse than a sustained 
commitment under a sound strategy” (220). 

In part four, McMaster looks at the Middle East. He believes that 
strategic narcissism was responsible for the U.S. decision to invade Iraq and 
overthrow Saddam Hussein in 2003. In part five, McMaster considers Iran’s 
ambitions to achieve nuclear weapons, a move that he believes would further 
destabilize the region. He criticizes the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action 
drafted in 2015, but he believes that the United States should not have 
withdrawn from the Nuclear Deal, but rather fix its flaws (295). McMaster also 
underlines the need to end Iran’s long period of proxy wars against the United 
States, Israel, and the Arab states, which further destabilized the region (298). 

In part seven, McMaster tackles North Korea, highlighting the need for 
the United States to act in a concerted fashion with other regional players, but 
especially with South Korea to curb and ultimately terminate the North Korean 
nuclear program. His final part of the book, Arenas, contains only one chapter 
in which the author wraps up everything and offers his conclusions. 

At a closer look, McMaster’s views exposed in Battlegrounds could be 
subjected to criticism. For example, his view of President Vladimir Putin almost 
as a chess player, preparing his moves in advance and having a clear agenda in 
mind, could be opposed by adopting a more nuanced view. In his book, We 
Need to Talk About Putin: How the West Gets Him Wrong, published in 2019, 
Mark Galeotti, a London-based lecturer on Russian security affairs, described 
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Putin as “a judoka, not a chess player,”3 who, far from being a mastermind, is 
rather opportunistic. Indeed, according to Galeotti, Putin “is simply taking 
advantage of the failures, broken promises and stress points in our systems,”4 
while acting in “a rational and even cautious”5 way. In a similar fashion, 
scholars like Graham Allison offered a more nuanced view on the issue of 
China’s unpeaceful rise. Although realists usually believed that China will not 
rise peacefully,6 Allison believes that the United States and China could avoid 
Thucydides’ Trap by drawing the lessons of the Peloponnesian War and 
maintain peace in the future.7 Finally, regarding Iran’s nuclear program, a 
prominent neorealist, Kenneth Waltz, believed that a nuclear armed Iran will 
not contribute to more chaos in the region, but rather to a more stable Middle 
East by striking a nuclear balance with other states.8 That is because nuclear 
armed states are reluctant to use their weapons against other nuclear armed 
states as long as there is a fear of mutual assured destruction. 

The topics covered by McMaster in Battlegrounds are similar to those 
covered by Robert M. Gates, another former White House official in Exercise of 
Power.9 Both authors tackle a similar topic: the role of the U.S. in the post-Cold 
War world, and they both focus on key regions like Iran, China, North Korea 
and Russia. Nevertheless, Battlegrounds could add a significant contribution to 
the field of international relations because of its focus on U.S. foreign policy, 
and it could serve as a guide for scholars who are studying current U.S. foreign 
policy. The book is also rich in details, highlighting important aspects of the 
foreign policy decision-making process during the Donald Trump 
administration. Scholars in the field of Foreign Policy Analysis could use these 
details in order to better understand the dynamics inside the Trump 
administration, and the role of specific policymakers and key players in the 
administration in formulating the foreign policy of the United States in recent 
times. The book could also be seen as a normative undertaking by McMaster, as 
he is trying to make the case for a fundamental change in U.S. foreign policy, 
that, in his opinion, the future U.S. policymakers should consider. Finally, 
scholars in the sub-field of Strategic Studies could find important details about 
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the U.S. Military role in the world and the challenges that they face from other 
strategic adversaries like China, North Korea, Iran and Russia. 

Overall, in Battlegrounds, McMaster advances his points convincingly 
and demonstrates that we are living in a world in which ideological and military 
competition are not over, and great power competition is returning. In this 
world, a correct mindset should be based, according to McMaster’s views, on 
“strategic empathy,” rather than “strategic narcissism.” Only by applying 
strategic empathy in the process of foreign policy decision-making, the United 
States can maintain their supremacy in the world. 

 
ROBERT MANEA, 

(University of Bucharest) 
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Who Really Cares about Outer Space? Principal–agent Theory and the 
Sustainability of Outer Space Regulation 
States are primary actors in international law. The development of 
international relations after the Second World War and the founding of 
the United Nations increased the power of international organizations 
(IOs) in the international sphere. The distribution of competences 
between states and IOs is tackled in the framework of principal–agent 
theory, which holds that sovereign states are principals, and IOs are 
agents acting on the state’s behalf. In terms of international law and 
international relations, the key international legislation regulating outer 
space is the Outer Space Treaty (OST). The OST contains the most 
important principles and guidance relating to activities in outer space. 
According to the OST, states coordinate their interests, whereas IOs 
operate in the common good and outer space is in the common ownership 
of all mankind. The IOs’ mandate is defined in a wide-ranging and vague 
manner in the OST and even in practice there is no clear distinction 
between the competences of these two original actors and private actors – 
a new actor operating in outer space. The presence of another actor in 
outer space raises the question of whether the current regulation of outer 
space in international law, primarily the Outer Space Treaty, is sufficient 
in terms of sustainability and the capabilities of the various actors 
involved – states, IOs and private actors. This paper focuses on the 
application of principal–agent theory to outer space governance in the 
present day in light of this new actor and the division of competences and 
responsibility. 
 
Keywords: outer space, principal–agent, actors, private interest, 
collective, ownership. 
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LUKÁŠ NOVOTNÝ (Jan Evangelista Purkyně University),  
DANIEL ŠÁROVEC (Charles University), 

Contemporary Pirate Parties in the Post-Material Era: Comparing 
Success Cases 
Pirate parties are a phenomenon that has existed formally for almost 
fifteen years. This group of parties corresponds very well 
programmatically to the much broader concept of post-material values, 
which was formulated several decades earlier. Issues of intellectual 
property, privacy and data security, Internet freedom or a transparent 
political system are significant for Pirate parties as well as for life in the 
twenty-first century. Although the Pirate movement has its roots in 
Sweden, it has succeeded in establishing itself in other European 
countries as well. This study aims to map the foundations of the Pirate 
movement, successful examples of Pirate parties, but also sociological 
aspects of the activities of this type of parties. The success of the Pirate 
movement is conditional not only on the salience of certain issues in the 
public debate but also on what can be identified as a crisis of politics. 
 
Keywords: direct democracy, liquid democracy, Piracy, Pirate parties, 
political parties. 
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PALOMA CASTRO MARTINEZ (Universidad de Santiago de 
Compostela), 

Post-populism: A Comparative Analysis of Ecuadorian and Venezuelan 
Presidencies of Lenín Moreno and Nicolás Maduro  
This article analyzes the most recognized literature about populism, and it 
proposes a comparative analysis of two Latin-American regimes based on 
the concept of “post-populism.” Post-populism refers to the cases in 
which a populist leader is forced (by different conditions) to leave the 
political scene, and in order to ensure the continuity of his government, 
he/she indicates to the electorate a successor who wins the following 
elections. Even though it is supposed that a populist leader nominates a 
populist successor, the latter must change his political style to face the 
negative consequences produced by the previous government, thus 
generating the post-populist phenomenon. By using a qualitative 
approach based on a comparison between the Venezuelan and Ecuadorian 
post-populist cases, namely the regimes of Lenín Moreno and Nicolás 
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Maduro, this paper confirms the existence of the analyzed phenomenon 
and shows the conditions that provoke a post-populist outcome. 
 
Keywords: populism, post-populism, Venezuela, Ecuador. 
 
 

RENA MARUTIAN (National Academy for Public Administration under 
the President of Ukraine),  
OLEKSII POLTORAKOV (Taras Shevchenko National University of Kyiv), 
JOHN CALLAHAN (New England College), 

“The Tanks of Post-truth:” Post-truth Hybrid Warfare Operations 
Within the wider context of “post-truth” epistemological realities of 
hybrid warfare, this paper specifically examines the case of Ukraine, 
which has been directly involved in an active phase of a long-term 
undeclared war with Russia since 2014. It is a front line that exists 
geographically (Eastern Ukraine, the Donbasss, and Crimea), but also 
bears epistemological dimensions (media and linguistics, history and 
culture, social networks, and strategic communications among others) 
which extend beyond Ukraine to those countries of Central and Eastern 
Europe, such as Poland and the Baltic states, which are behind the front. 
This article is devoted to investigating the epistemological context of 
hybrid warfare, with a specific focus on the use of “post-truth,” and the 
various false narratives with which Russia has attempted to dominate 
discourse and to establish its own credibility in the regional and 
international stages, while simultaneously attempting to discredit Ukraine 
in particular and the U.S. policy in general. 
 
Keywords: post-truth, national memory, political myth, neovirtuality, 
narrative, hybrid war. 
 
 

PATRYK TOMASZEWSKI (Nicolaus Copernicus University), 
A Comparative Discursive Analysis of the Polish Foreign Ministers’ 
Speeches Regarding Poland’s Security Policy and Its Cooperation with 
Ukraine, the Republic of Belarus, and the Russian Federation in the 
Period 2011-2019 
The purpose of the paper is to illustrate the differences and similarities in 
the concepts of Poland’s foreign policy referring to the security-related 
issues as well as to the cooperation with the non-European neighboring 
countries – that is Ukraine, the Republic of Belarus, and the Russian 
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Federation – observed on the basis of the content of annual presentations 
given by Polish ministers of foreign affairs in the period of 2011-2019. 
Since they both summarize the previous year’s foreign policy and outline 
the main objectives for the forthcoming year, the speeches delivered by 
Poland’s ministers of foreign affairs provide an excellent basis for 
comparative studies and reflect the changes in foreign policy depending 
on which political party is in power. This article uses a comparative 
content analysis approach which focuses on configurations of similarities 
and differences observed within a limited number of cases. So far, there 
have been no attempts made to analyze the conception of Polish foreign 
policy by juxtaposing it with the neorealist and neoliberal theory of 
international relations. The research allows for a better understanding of 
the differences in Poland’s foreign policy conducted during the period 
2011-2015, when a liberal center-right government was in office in Poland, 
and 2015-2019, when a conservative right government was in power. 
 
Keywords: security policy, international cooperation, Poland’s foreign 
policy, cooperation with Ukraine, energy security. 

 
MARINA V. FALVO (University of Córdoba), 

The Structuring of State Political Opportunities Towards-and-from Capital 
and Labor. An Analytical Proposal 
This article introduces a multi-level sector analytical tool designed to 
understand how political subjects not directly related to the state interact 
with the state and, dialectically, how the political structuring of the state 
affects them and their conditions, focusing on the effects of their 
combined and confronting actions in the labor sphere. The analysis 
defines the (re)structuring of State policies towards-and-from capital and 
labor and re- elaborates on the former notion of “political opportunity 
structure,” but it repositions it dialectically into capitalist social relations. 
The model draws on institutional crystallizations, factual force 
correlations that affect society (downward structuring, or State structuring 
towards civil society), and the combined political effects of labor conflict 
at state level (upward structuring or structuring from the civil society to 
the State). This dialectic relation is discussed by bringing back 
overarching assumptions about the State, “the public,” and “the political,” 
which try to delegitimize political subjects whether in the public arena or 
in environments traditionally considered “private” and “apolitical.” The 
automotive industry in Argentina between 2000 and 2015 is the empirical 
reference to illustrate categories and reach to the main conclusions. 
 
Keywords: state, political opportunities, structure, labor, capital. 
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BRUNILDA ZENELAGA (University of Tirana),  
KLODIANA BESHKU (University of Tirana), 

Volunteering and Political Systems: The Role of State and Civil Society 
Organizations in People’s Willingness to Volunteer in Post-communist Albania 
There is a widespread concern in Albania about the general waning of 
civic participation, which has produced weak solidarity networks and 
formal participation in organizations, together with a loss of a genuine 
sense of volunteering in the last three decades. This paper aims to give a 
thorough explanation of this recent change in Albanian society since the 
1990s by exploring the two-fold dimensions of the state-society 
relationship: on one hand, the role of the Albanian communist state and 
its formal civil society organizations in shaping a forced approach to 
volunteering before the 1990s, and on the other hand the effects of this 
phenomenon on Albanian attitudes to volunteering after the 1990s with 
the collapse of the regime. This two-sided analysis is enriched with 
discourse analysis of focus groups from two generations: the first born 
between 1950 and 1970, and the second born in the early 1990s. 
 
Keywords: volunteering, civil society, political system, Albanian society. 

 
ANDRIJA HENJAK (University of Zagreb),  
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The 2020 Croatian Parliamentary Elections 
After a comparatively mild first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
Croatia held parliamentary elections in July 2020. The incumbent 
Croatian Democratic Union (HDZ) obtained a sufficiently good result to 
allow them to form a governing coalition with some small parties and 
members of parliament representing national minorities. However, 
increasing voter dissatisfaction with the status quo and the traditional 
electoral offering from the HDZ on the right and the SDP-led bloc on the 
left can be discerned in the record low turnout and the highest share of 
the vote for parties challenging the status quo so far. All this, as well as 
the results of the presidential and European Parliament elections, indicate 
that the party system is far from stable. This article offers context and 
explanations about the elections that are important for understanding 
what they mean and what the future might have in store for the Croatian 
party system. 
 
Keywords: legislative elections, Croatia, party system, COVID-19, voter 
dissatisfaction. 
 



254  ABSTRACTS 

Romanian Political Science Review  vol. XXI  no. 1  2021 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
MATTIA COLLINI (University of Florence), 

Hungarian local elections 2019: unity makes strength 
This article analyses one of the main aspects of the 2019 local elections in 
Hungary. Indeed, these elections, assumed a prominent national 
significance, as for the first time since 2010, Viktor Orbán’s party, 
Fidesz, did not win by a landslide. On the contrary, a united opposition 
managed to win in the city of Budapest and in several of the other main 
urban centers. In the article we provide a brief analysis of the context and 
the electoral campaign, followed by a description of the main results. 
Finally, we analyze the main outcomes of the elections in comparison 
with the other elections since the previous local ones in 2014. In this 
regard, we can point out on the one hand the widening of the urban-rural 
divide, and on the other the effectiveness of the new cooperation strategy 
implemented by the fragmented opposition, which seems the only way to 
challenge the predominance of Fidesz.  
 
Keywords: Hungary, elections, local, opposition, campaign strategies. 
 

GÁBOR TÓKA (Central European University, Budapest) 
The 2020 Belarusian Presidential Election 
This note reports on a regular presidential contest in a stable authoritarian 
regime that turned unexpectedly dramatic and consequential. The official 
results followed the pattern established in the previous 20 years of unfree 
elections in which President Lukashenko prevailed with a massive 
majority of the (presumably rigged) popular vote. But, for the first time 
ever, major doubts prevailed about whether he really was the main vote-
getter at the polls. In fact, many citizens believe that he would have been 
badly defeated had the elections been fairly conducted. The elections 
were followed by several months of vigorous mass protest that 
undermined the international legitimacy of the regime and forced the 
dictator to promise major political reforms. The protests were ultimately 
crashed with brutal force, and the political concessions promised by the 
regime are not in the popularly demanded direction. Yet, the electoral 
process triggered significant political change in Belarus at multiple levels 
and advanced nation building. 
 
Keywords: presidential elections, authoritarian regime, Belarus, protests, 
political change. 
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