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 I belong to a generation of comparative politics scholars groomed to study transitions to 
democracy around the world.  Indeed, the first course I took as a doctoral student was a graduate 
seminar taught by Philippe Schmitter, with a guest appearance from Guillermo O’Donnell, the 
year they published their seminal text on democratic transitions.  Starting in Southern Europe in 
the mid-1970s, and spreading thereafter to Latin America, East Asia, post-Communist Eurasia, 
and Africa, the so-called “third wave” of democratization provided raw material for the 
comparative analysis of regime transitions in over sixty countries for the next quarter of a 
century.  Not surprisingly, this wave of democratization generated cautious optimism among 
comparativists that the arc of history bends toward greater political tolerance and liberty.  

Over the course of the first decade of the 21st century, however, the global political winds 
seemed to shift, and this cautious optimism gave way to a troubling sense that the “third wave” 
had crested, if not reversed course.  Comparativists continued to focus on the “regime question,” 
but of necessity developed a new set of analytical tools to study complex and contradictory 
regime formations.  Concepts such as hybrid regimes, competitive authoritarianism, illiberal 
democracies, democratic backsliding, and executive aggrandizement became analytical 
cornerstones of the comparative politics toolkit. 

Little did we know that we would soon start to borrow from this toolkit of qualifying and 
diminutive adjectives to analyze political trends in contemporary American democracy.  Political 
scientists, for the most part— excepting some notable scholars of historical racial politics in the 
South—are not accustomed to pondering the “regime question” in U.S. politics. We are 
accustomed, instead, to take the regime for granted, assuming that democracy, if not a national 
birthright, is at least an institutional inheritance of bygone historical struggles that reproduced 
itself over time in a path dependent manner. Assumptions that the macro-level regime was 
locked-in or “fixed” made it possible to focus analytically on sub-regime or micro-level political 
dynamics associated with public opinion, voting behavior, institutional performance, and public 
policy formation.  

Placed in a broader comparative perspective, however, recent trendlines in U.S. politics 
suggest that we no longer enjoy the luxury of treating the democratic regime as a fixed 
institutional template capable of structuring and disciplining the behavior of rival political actors.  
The recent comparative experience provides a number of instructive lessons for observers of the 
American political scene.  First, it is vital to recognize that modern democracies are less likely to 
be toppled by “external” adversaries, such as rogue military officers or insurgent forces, than 
they are to be “hollowed out” by illiberal actors who operate within the parameters of regime 
institutions while systematically violating their procedural and normative underpinnings. Many, 
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perhaps most, democratic regimes harbor actors with anti-democratic tendencies. The major 
challenges to democracy, therefore, are often located within the regime itself.   

Second, in contrast to the classic military coups and social revolutions, patterns of 
democratic backsliding or “hollowing out” can be incremental in form, and their discrete steps 
may pass largely unnoticed by all but the most principled and discerning observers.  Their 
cumulative effects, however, can be devastating for democracy, even if they do not provide a 
well-defined benchmark or line of demarcation between democracy and competitive 
authoritarianism.  Democracy, in other words, can slowly die with a whimper rather than a bang, 
and its demise may escape detection for many citizens until it is too late. 

 Third, institutional checks and balances designed to safeguard democratic regimes are 
hardly self-enforcing. The classic works of Montesquieu and Madison on the separation of 
powers were written before the rise of modern political parties, and they do not fully anticipate 
the ways in which autocratic rulers can use party organizations to neutralize independent 
institutions or, worse yet, transform them into multifaceted instruments of a hegemonic project.  
In parts of Eastern Europe, Latin America, Turkey, etc., elected autocrats have developed a 
standard playbook for executive aggrandizement that relies heavily on the partisan capture of 
separate institutional levers to whittle away at checks and balances, undercut political rivals, and 
tilt the competitive balance on the democratic playing field, even where elections continue to be 
held. This playbook typically starts with the partisan fusion of executive and legislative powers, 
followed by the use of appointment, constituent, or plebiscitary powers to neutralize and take 
over the courts, adopt constitutional and legal reforms, eliminate independent watchdog and 
investigative agencies or transform them into partisan weapons, pressure and marginalize the 
independent media, and manipulate electoral procedures and institutions.  In short, in the wrong 
hands, a wide range of allegedly non-partisan regime-level institutions that are designed to 
function as democratic checks and balances can be “repurposed” and transformed into 
instruments of partisan advantage.   

Given the centrality of partisan and executive aggrandizement in processes of democratic 
backsliding, it is imperative to consider the potential regime effects of hyper-polarization of 
American politics.  In his influential study of the “perils of presidentialism,” Juan Linz claimed 
that what distinguished U.S. presidentialism historically from that of other, less stable 
presidential regimes—such as those in Latin America—was “the unusually diffuse character of 
American political parties.”  The presence of two large, ideologically eclectic “catch-all” parties 
created a centripetal dynamic of political competition in the U.S.: it centered political 
competition on the median voter, fostered the construction of flexible bipartisan policymaking 
coalitions, and allowed American democracy to avoid the extreme types of ideological 
polarization that destabilized presidential systems in other parts of the world. 

The centripetal party system that so impressed Linz is long gone, however, the victim of 
a half-century long process of partisan, ideological, and affective polarization that culminated in 
the election of Donald Trump in 2016.  This polarization has clearly eroded, if it hasn’t erased, 
the singular features of American presidentialism highlighted by Linz, and it plays a central role 
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in recent dire warnings about the state of American democracy and the threat of authoritarian 
backsliding.  Intense polarization raises the stakes of democratic competition, and it can foster 
efforts to paralyze or manipulate regime institutions for partisan ends.  It can also pave the way 
for the rise of anti-establishment or populist figures within mainstream parties who capitalize on 
societal discontent with politics-as-usual. 

More fundamentally, perhaps, acute polarization poses basic challenges to the democratic 
norms that allow institutional checks and balances to function as designed, in particular the 
norms identified by Levitsky and Ziblatt as mutual respect (or political tolerance) and 
forebearance (or partisan self-restraint). The classic literature on democratic transitions—
straining to identify viable paths to democracy in “unlikely” places—often argued that these 
norms were not preconditions for democracy, but rather endogenous byproducts of a political 
stalemate and democratic interaction among wary rivals who were only contingent democrats—
that is, rivals who consented to play by the rules so long as their rivals did the same. The 
American case, however, raises the troubling prospect that hyper-polarization may produce 
patterns of reverse endogeneity that exert a corrosive effect on essential democratic norms. For a 
comparativist, such prospects cannot help but engender a sense of coming full-circle 
intellectually.   
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