
Does ‘Western’ Democracy still mean ‘Liberal Democracy’? 

Panel Chairs:  

Steffen Kailitz, Hannah-Arendt-Institute for Totalitarianism Studies at the TU Dresden, 

steffen.kailitz@mailbox.tu-dresden.de 

Sascha Kneip, WZB Berlin Social Science Center, Berlin, sascha.kneip@wzb.eu 

Abstract : 

In 2014, for the first time a prime minister of an EU member state – Hungary’s Viktor 

Orbán – openly claimed to construct a “new state that […] is an illiberal state, a 

non-liberal state”. Developments in other democracies are not less concerning: The 

aim for ‘popular democracy’ by the ruling PiS in Poland, their concurrent violations 

of the basic provisions of the rule of law and the electoral successes of right-wing 

populists in almost all European democracies seem to indicate that ‘western 

democracy’ does not necessarily mean ‘liberal democracy’ any longer. According 

to the data of Freedom House, the year 2017 marked the lowest point in more than 

a decade and the 12th consecutive year of decline of global freedom. While 

democratic setbacks were observed for a long time almost exclusively in countries 

outside the “West”, this has changed dramatically. Observations of setbacks in 

political rights, civil liberties, or both included in 2016 the Czech Republic, Denmark, 

France, Hungary, Poland, Spain, and the United States. The Economist Intelligence 

Unit even downgraded the USA in 2016 for the first time from a “full democracy” to a 

“flawed democracy”. The proposed panel therefore focuses on the democratic 

societies of North America and Europe, including the post-communist cases of 

Central Europe. It aims to investigate theoretically and empirically to what extent 

illiberal democracy is really on the rise. 

Potential papers for the panel should – normatively, theoretically and/or empirically 

– speak to one of the following questions: 

1.Conceptually: Is the concept of illiberal democracy appropriate to analyze the 

contemporary developments in ‘western’ democracies? What are the strengths and 

weaknesses of the concept, twenty years after its first invention?  

2. Empirically: Is illiberal democracy in fact on the rise in the or is this just a common 

fallacy driven by prominent cases? What are the empirical evidences for the 

supposed resurgence of illiberalism? What are the reasons and the effects for the 

quality of democracy?  

3. Prospectively: What does the current development mean for the future of liberal 

democracy? Will we face a new wave of autocratization, meaning that more and 

more illiberal democracies become competitive or electoral authoritarian regimes?  

4. Comparatively: What can we learn from the experiences with illiberal 

democracies in other regions of the world? Have illiberal democracies appeared to 

be more vulnerable to regime change than liberal democracies or authoritarian 

regimes? When illiberal democratic regimes fail, what determines the regime’s move 

into an authoritarian or a liberal direction?  
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If you have a Paper you think might fit in this Panel, please contact the Panel Chair 

before 14 February with the following information: 

• Title of the paper (no more than 20 words)  

• Abstract of the paper (no more than 250 words)  

• Author’s (and if applicable co-author’s) email address as registered in their 

MyECPR account  

• 3 – 5 keywords 

 


