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Chapter 1

The “Waves of Democratization” versus the Persistence of Authoritarianism in Eurasia

It is not an exaggeration to suggest that the political reality with regard to democratization in various regions and countries in the world in the past thirty years has been on a roller coaster with rapid movements up and down and sharp, unpredictable turns. This is also reflected in the scholarly debate regarding the democratization process and its consolidation. It is as if the wave metaphor introduced by Samuel Huntington is an understatement.1 If the Journal of Democracy is a bellwether for political scientists and policy makers on the issue, one can follow the trajectory for thirty years and identify most of these twists and turns—from the euphoria surrounding the collapse of communism and the relatively rapid democratization process in former communist countries in Eastern Europe to the more recent (the past five to ten years) focus on the question of whether democracy is in decline in many parts of the world, including the West.2

Other pessimistic themes have now become central for the journal; for example, “The Authoritarian Resurgence,”3 “Authoritarianism Goes Global,”4 “The Authoritarian Threat,”5 “The Danger of Deconsolidation,”6 and so on. All these trends reflect social and political events and developments taking place on virtually all continents and across multiple regions, albeit in very different forms depending on cultural and historical traditions and circumstances. There is also a noticeable rise of populism—right-wing, left-wing, or neither—and nationalism, by definition, country-specific. Taken together, these rather disturbing and largely unanticipated political and social tendencies certainly justify and make it urgent to analyze and enhance our understanding of the fragility of democracy and the persistence of authoritarianism. The urgency is particularly acute in the Eurasian cases of Russia and Turkey, for reasons that should be apparent to anybody who has followed both recent events and past historical patterns in these two countries.

Before we turn to Russia and Turkey specifically, we should make some general observations and historical remarks regarding the tension or conflict between democracy and authoritarianism. If one takes the longue duree on this issue, it is undeniable that authoritarianism has often been transformed into democracy—sometimes violently and through revolution; sometimes through slow reforms and long-term social and political changes. One could even make the claim that all current democracies have evolved from one form or another of authoritarianism. Before they had even taken one single step in the direction of democracy, European countries, for example, were feudal orders: hierarchical, brutal, and authoritarian. It took centuries for these orders to slowly change in the direction of democratic regimes; it took even longer for them to become well-functioning, stable democracies. For the vast majority of countries in Europe, consolidated democracy is a twentieth-century phenomenon. As John Dunn recently reminded us: “But even in Britain, as throughout the European continent, until almost the end of the nineteenth century, democracy, under the name, remained the political goal of small groups of extreme dissidents, or movements which sought to challenge the existing order frontally and fundamentally.”7

The embryo and beginning growth of social democracy in Europe can be observed in the decades before World War I, but then two world wars, a depression, and two forms of totalitarianism disrupt and destroy the democratic evolution for thirty years in most of Western Europe and for about seventy years in East and Central Europe. This alone should give us pause regarding an overly confident faith in the inevitability of democratic consolidation, only in a handful of European countries and the former British colonies of America, Canada. Australia and New Zealand have the development of democracy being relatively smooth and long-term, if by long-term we mean at least a century or two rather than decades. (Still, we have to remember and reflect on the impact and legacy of slavery and the Civil War in America. Hardly a mere bump in the road.) If we move beyond these countries and beyond Europe, to take a more global perspective, the “fact” of democracy is of course even more recent and much more fragile—but of whatever depth and quality, these democracies, too, emerged from authoritarian and imperial pasts.

However, until very recently, when we discuss the history and development of the modern democratic and egalitarian sentiment, and the long evolution toward modern democratic regimes, we usually see signs of the rise of democracy and increased equality at least for the past two or three hundred years. We have, as it were, developed a meta-narrative in a “progressive” mode that spans centuries, and we continue to add new chapters to this story. Virtually all “democratization” literature in the social sciences in recent decades can be situated within this teleological perspective, albeit within a wide variety of timeframes. Nevertheless, no matter what time span, democracy has historically evolved out of authoritarian forms of rule, but not in the orderly fashion that the deterministic narrative seems to imply. Hence, we need to keep this in mind when we address both the fragility of democracy and the persistence of authoritarianism, but without falling into the “progressive” perspective. This was a dominant and hopeful position among both academics and journalists in the West after the fall of communism in Russia and Eastern Europe, and certainly at the beginning of Putin’s rule. In Turkey, the period of democratization between 1950 and the first years of Erdoğan’s rule were equally positive and infused by a positive determinism among Western observers. It is this optimistic progressivism that has changed to a more nuanced and critical perspective in recent years. This change has also resurrected the critical literature regarding both authoritarianism and totalitarianism that was written after World War II and is now permeating current evaluations of both Russia and Turkey. We will return to these thorny issues throughout the treatments of both countries, especially in the conclusion.

If contemporary political scientists tend to view democratization in terms of decades and “waves”—with more or less predictable setbacks8—Alexis de Tocqueville took the ultimate of long-term views. In the very introduction to Democracy in America, he made the following gigantic and universal claim regarding the inevitability of the growth of equality and democracy, if not in all societies, certainly in the societies of the Christian world. Quoting the relevant passage:

If you examine what is happening in France every fifty years from the eleventh century on, at the end of each of these periods you cannot fail to perceive that a double revolution has operated on the state of society. The noble has fallen on the social ladder, and the commoner has risen; the one descends, the other climbs. Each half century brings them nearer, and soon they are going to touch.

The gradual development of equality of conditions is therefore a providential fact, and it has the principal characteristics of one: it is universal, it is enduring, each day it escapes human power; all events, like all men, serve its development.9

Not only is this a long-term perspective, it also has to be one of the most sweeping examples of so-called unintended consequences in the history of political theory. Without venturing into an attempt to interpret the meaning of “providential fact,”10 Tocqueville’s statement will represent one side of the framework for the investigation of Russia and Turkey in this book; it will remind us of the necessity of reflecting on the underlying long-term historical continuities and the deeper patterns (however fuzzy) buried underneath the more visible short-term political and social movements of history.

In addition, Tocqueville explicitly argues both descriptively and prescriptively that, given the inevitability of this evolution, there is little or no purpose in attempting to oppose the process. “To wish to stop democracy would then appear to be to struggle against God himself, and it would only remain for nations to accommodate themselves to the social state that Providence imposes on them.”11 This does not mean, however, that Tocqueville is a historical determinist or fatalist.12 On the contrary, he calls for “a new political science” suitable for “a world altogether new.” Unfortunately, he saw few indications in France that those in power had actually acquired this new skill. Instead the leaders had looked the other way, refused to recognize the movements of events, and had “proceeded haphazardly” without trying to intervene and steer the rapidly changing political process. “Never have heads of state thought at all to prepare for it in advance; it is made despite them or without their knowing it.”13 The political will or the appropriate leadership was lacking. (This introduces the important problem of the role of political leadership, or statesmanship—a decisive dimension of both the Russian and Turkish situation.)

What then does Tocqueville mean by his “new political science”? How can human beings intervene in a process that for him appears as a “providential fact”? He answers these questions in a vague but much quoted sentence: “To instruct democracy, if possible to reanimate its beliefs, to purify its mores, to regulate its movements, to substitute little by little the science of affairs for its inexperience, and knowledge of its true interests for its blind instincts; to adapt its government to time and place; to modify it according to circumstances and men: such is the first duty imposed on those who direct society in our day.”14 Hardly a political science as we understand it, today, but one that allows for both political action and political understanding. There is also an explicit commitment to a qualitative evaluation of democracy in Tocqueville’s formulation: we can judge a democracy better or worse. This normative element—if that is what we should call it—is central to Tocqueville’s political science. It is, among other things, a prudent advice to his fellow aristocrats, not to lament the passing of aristocracy but to accept the democratic transition as a “fact” that can only be modified “according to circumstances and men.” There is room for politics and social change, in other words, but only within democratic parameters, and there is no guarantee for success.15 This position, especially the last point, will also be a premise for the investigation at hand.

Good or bad, the inevitability of democracy is a given, at least for most of the West; its quality, virtue, and substance are not. (Where to draw the line between an unsuccessful democracy and down-right autocratic rule remains an open question, especially in the cases of contemporary Russia and Turkey.) Our conclusion will elaborate this issue. In his own works, Tocqueville provides us with two almost opposite poles of democracy: a negative one in the form of France and a more positive one in the case of America. In France, democracy blossomed originally (as a result of the French Revolution) under a despotic regime that replaced the feudal authoritarian order in the name of equality and the common good. It was a top-down approach to democratization that replaced one central authoritarian regime by an even more centralized government: “it sought to increase the power and jurisdiction of the central authority.”16 The pertinent element in Tocqueville’s analysis of France is the remarkable continuity between the pre- and post-revolutionary conditions: “Under the old regime, as nowadays, there was in France no township, borough, village, or hamlet, however small, no hospital, factory, convent, or college which had a right to manage its own affairs as it thought fit or to administer its possessions without interference. Then, as today, the central power held all Frenchmen in tutelage. The term ‘paternal government’ had not yet been invented, but the reality already existed.”17 Although the ideology and rhetoric of the Revolution emphasized both liberty and equality, Tocqueville shows how historical preconditions and prejudices pushed all political actors and classes away from liberty and in the direction of equality under a centralized, authoritarian government—before, during, and after the Revolution. In the midst of a tremendous break with the past, several crucial features—most importantly, for our purpose, centralization, top-down reforms, leadership, and authoritarianism—remain constant. Not even the Revolution itself attempted to change these aspects: “the reason why the principle of the centralization of power did not perish in the Revolution is that this very centralization was at once the Revolution’s starting-off point and one of its guiding principles.”18 On this ground alone, we can see a long-term tendency in the French democratization process that makes for an illiberal democratic component at the center of its national politics.19 (There is a striking similarity with Turkey’s evolution toward democracy; the illiberal and authoritarian features are a constant from the late Ottoman Empire and the Tanzimat reforms in the nineteenth century, to Atatürk’s nationalism and Erdoğan’s contemporary authoritarianism. A similar historical continuity can be said to exist in Russia from pre-revolutionary times, throughout the Soviet period, and Putin’s Russia today.)

This illiberal dimension has critical consequences for both the democratic and the liberal elements of society. The highly centralized system prevents, or at the very least, discourages the emergence of a robust civil society. The necessary “intermediary bodies” between the state and the individual fail to materialize, and this failure further accentuates the power of the already dominant “paternal” government. The strongly anti-clerical stand of the French Revolution added another element that weakened the mores of the people and strengthened the hand of the central government. Self-government in the democratic equation loses out to a top-down authoritarian government, endorsed perhaps by a majority of the people, but without proper liberties and duties for the citizens—rule for the people (even in the name of the people), but not by the people. Hence, a vicious circle permeates the French democratic evolution that threatens and debases good government: a tradition of centralized government undermines political initiatives on the local level; civil society, with its intermediary bodies, remains weak and underdeveloped which necessitates more central government intervention, and thereby makes local initiatives unnecessary, etc. In combination with poor and of course ambitious and power-driven leadership at the top of the government, this is a political pattern that is demonstrated today by both Russia under Putin and Turkey under Erdoğan.

As the history of nineteenth- and twentieth-century France shows, this is an historical trend difficult to break, but not impossible. Today, in spite of all current political problems, there is consensus that France has turned itself into a consolidated liberal democracy, even if its liberal component remains fragile and contested.20 Top-down, centralized features persist, but most of the calamities identified by Tocqueville have been cured or substantially weakened, and France has taken its place as a leading “democratic” nation in the European Union. Whatever the strengths and weaknesses of French democracy, its authoritarian past has slowly but surely transformed into something of a modern liberal democracy. Again, we see how authoritarianism, if not fosters, certainly precedes but also influences democracy. And it is an interesting and telling example that liberalism does not have to be a prerequisite for democracy: France was notably and undoubtedly an illiberal democracy before it became a (sort of) liberal democracy. This, too, will be important when we turn to Russia and Turkey in following chapters.

If France represents one pole—the top-down, authoritarian path—in Tocqueville’s analysis of democratization, the United States illustrates the more positive one. The latter is characterized by a bottom-up approach to government, a participatory and public-spirited local population, and the presence of religious mores supportive of democracy. This familiar perspective begins with the juxtaposition of the top-down approach in Europe with the bottom-up of America: “In most European nations, political existence began in the higher regions of society and was communicated little by little and always in an incomplete manner to the various parts of the whole. In America, on the contrary, one can say that the township had been organized before the county, the county before the state, the state before the Union.”21 The main consequence of these local origins is the broad participatory activities that are necessary and encouraged on the grass-root levels throughout both colonial and post-colonial America; in short, the conditions were conducive for both the creation of the civil and political associations that make up civil society, and the appropriate mores—the habits of the heart and mind—essential for the development of a well-functioning liberal democracy.

The positive role of civil society in a democracy is now all-too familiar in the social science literature, and does not need further elaboration here, although we will of course return to the issue below in the analysis of democratization in Russia and Turkey. What is often not discussed at length is another element of American society that Tocqueville makes central for the strengthening of the virtuous circle of democracy: public education. “But it is by the prescriptions relative to public education that, from the beginning, one sees revealed in the full light of day the original character of American civilization.”22 Tocqueville immediately makes the observation that in all the preambles to the ordinances that create public schools in the townships, there are religious references and that, “in America, it is the observance of divine laws that guides man to freedom.”23 He then connects, again in a well-known manner, “the spirit of religion and the spirit of freedom.”24 Both are necessary, and each one creates a boundary and a balance for the other. “Religion sees in civil freedom a noble exercise of the faculties of man; in the political world, a field left by the Creator for the efforts of intelligence. Free and powerful in its sphere, satisfied with the place that is reserved for it, it knows that its empire is all the better established when it reigns by its own strengths alone and dominates over hearts without support.”25 In a different context, but still in Volume I, Tocqueville addresses the question of truth in religion but sidesteps it by making it secondary for his purpose: “If it serves man very much as an individual
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