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Seeking a Type: the Czech Party System after 1989!
Vit Hlousek

Abstract: This article studies the issue of a typological categorization for the
Czech party system. The author works from Sartori’s concepts of moderate and po-
larized pluralism, the reasons for using this concept are laid out in the theoretical
part of the text. An analysis of individual phases of development of the Czech party
system shows that until the middle part of the last decade the Czech party system
could not be fit into a single type. However, analysis of the current form of the
Czech party system at the electoral and parliamentary levels shows that the today s
Czech multi-party system displays the characteristics of a moderate pluralism.

Keywords: Czech party system, moderate pluralism, polarized pluralism

The pluralistic Czech party system recently celebrated twenty years of exist-
ence. During that time there have been seventeen elections in Czechoslovakia and
later the Czech Republic, to various chambers of various parliaments, four local
elections, three regional elections, and two elections to the European Parliament.
Twelve cabinets have come and gone, and the country has seen radical changes in
its political, economic, and social systems, which have led to the establishment of
arelatively stable parliamentary democracy.

Likewise the composition of the Czech party system from the standpoint of the
relevant political parties is very stable compared to many of the other countries that
have gone through a post-Communist transition. Of the six most important parties
present in the Chamber of Deputies just prior to the 2010 election?, two have conti-
nuity dating back to the 1920s (KDU-CSL, KSCM), one party was re-founded after
1989 with its continuity having survived at least symbolically in exile (CSSD),
and two were founded at the turn of the 1990s (ODS, SZ). Only TOP 09 appeared
as a new political formation during the Chamber of Deputies’ last electoral term.
It was registered in June 2009; however, a number of its founders come out of the
KDU-CSL or other previously-existing political parties.

Compared to the beginning of the 1990s, when the actual transition took place,
there are far fewer political parties that can be labeled as relevant; that is, possessing

This article was prepared as part of the grant project Stranické systémy zemi stredovychodni Ev-
ropy [Party Systems in the Countries of Eastern Central Europe] (P408/10/0295) through the
Grant Agency Czech Republic. The paper has been presented at the conference Czech Political
Parties in International Comparison (Plzen, May 2010). Thanks go to Lubomir Kopecek for his
valuable comments on the first draft the text.
Not counting the representatives of the DSZ.
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sufficient coalition or blackmail potential (Sartori 1976: 121-125). Even so, it is
not as simple as it was ten or fifteen years ago to answer the question of what type
of party system we have in the Czech Republic. Experts who have studied the
Czech domestic transition and consolidation express certain reservations towards
the Czech democratic transition and consolidation. They allow that the Czech Re-
public has succeeded in building a viable institutional framework for democracy
relatively quickly and well, but at the same time note that Czech democracy still
exhibits clear deficiencies in areas such as citizens’ trust in democratic institutions
and processes (Pridham 2009) or the ability of political parties to fully anchor
themselves in society (Kopecky 2006: 132—135), which is most evident in the very
low membership numbers of the Czech parties, or a general unwillingness by citi-
zens to participate in politics through the parties. By way of illustration: an opinion
poll from February 2009 revealed that only 7 % of citizens took part in activities by
a political party in the community where they live; two years later that number had
fallen to 4 % (CVVM 2009a: 5).

In one sense the fault lies with the Czech party system itself. Despite the relatively
rapid consolidation in the number of parties, one of the fundamental systemic traits
of the Czech system is an inherent instability, evident in the form of weak govern-
ment coalitions with insufficient backing in parliament. This negative systemic trait
has persisted throughout the 1990s and since. A second disputed element is the
ideological distance dividing the relevant political parties, which is related to the
presence of anti-systemic parties and the overall degree of polarization in the party
system. Both of these elements make it more difficult to classify the Czech system.

The aim of this article is not to argue over how much of the blame is due to the
institutional setup of the Czech political system, an electoral system that seems
to generate results ending in stalemate (see Havlik — Kopecek 2008). Instead the
purpose of this article is to consider various typologies for party systems and to
show, within a given typology based on Sartori’s idea of polarized and moderate
pluralisms that the Czech party system has been moving towards a type of moderate
pluralism in the context of the upcoming 2010 parliamentary elections.

Finding a typology for the Czech party system

Czech political scientists, and others, very often work with Sartori’s classifica-
tion and typology for party systems, even though there are a number of other party
system typologies. A group of authors led by Gabriel Almond (Almond et al. 2001:
113-116) for example combined the “Lijphartian” dimension of conflictual or con-
sensual party competition and a “Sartorian” dimension of the number of parties,
which results in a matrix of nine ideal types of party systems. On the axis of polari-
zation the authors defined conflictual, accommodative, and consensual models of
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party behavior; while on the axis of numbers of party there are two-party, majority
coalitions and multiparty systems. At first glace this combination seems interesting,
but an automatic link between political culture, model of political system, and the
number of relevant parties as an applicable but theoretically supportable typol-
ogy, would require a broader explanation. Moreover in the case of a country like
the Czech Republic, where the political system underwent a phase of democratic
transition and is gradually consolidating, but the political culture itself oscillates
between two poles, the application of this principle seems less than promising.

One recent textbook on comparative politics by Italian political scientist Dan-
iele Caramani (2008: 327-332) works with categories of format, such as number
of relevant parties, but drawing on Sartori it also defines types of political party:
dominant-party systems, two-party systems, multi-party systems with two variants
(moderate and polarized). Caramani introduces the term bipolar systems, which
combines the characteristics of two-party and multi-party systems, because in
a system with many parties two competing coalitions emerge — the poles of a party
system. This modification is interesting; however from the perspective of Sartori’s
original emphasis on party competition it may be somewhat disputable. In any
case this is not important for evaluating the Czech party system because except
for short-lived exceptions (LSU, Quadcoalition) the main and minor poles of the
Czech party system have developed as independent political parties, not as blocs or
coalitions of parties.

Luciano Bardi and Peter Mair (2008: 148) point out that

,,despite numerous studies focused mainly on party system change, theoretical
interest in party systems has proved limited, with almost no substantial innovation
since the publication of Sartori’s classic work of 1976 .

The reason Sartori’s typology of party systems has kept its place in so many
textbooks on comparative politics (among them Axford 2002: 367-373) is not only
Sartori’s effort to find congruence between format and type of party system, it is
also the perspective that Sartori offers. While keeping in mind the institutional and
social context of a party system’s evolution, Sartori sees the key parameters for
the functioning of a party system as its actual structure, relationships between the
political party, and form of party competition. At the same time he creates a rela-
tively clear if not always easily applicable set of basic types, covering the entire
range of empirical cases, which even 40 years later continues to display its heuristic
potential. And so we, too, are unable to resist applying Sartori’s classification and
typology to the Czech party system.
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However, in order to apply Sartori’s typology and classification, we must ex-
amine one important prerequisite, and that is the structure of party competition.
Sartori assumes what we might call a one-dimensional simplification. Although
there may exist many various cleavages or points of tension between parties, there
is one dimension of party competition that we can regard as most important for the
voter as well as for the political parties themselves, which are able to define their
positions in the framework of this dimension. In the West European countries this
dimension is socio-economic cleavage, which defines the political right and left.
In many Central and East European countries, however, it has not been possible
to “fit” party competition into a single dimension, and thus Sartori’s model has not
been applicable. However this is not the case for the Czech Republic, with its politi-
cal legacy of Communism and its previous path dependency (see Kitschelt 2001:
311-317) that limited the significance of other cleavages. Thus the dominant socio-
economic cleavage (Hlousek — Kopecek 2008: 531-533; Kopecky 2006: 128-129;
Mansfeldova 2004: 237-239) allows for this reduction of party competition to its
most significant dimension.

The later history of party systems from the 1980s onward show up some of the
problematic spots in Sartori’s typology. These concern not only some characteris-
tics of certain selected model types of party system, which we will discuss below
(the concept of an anti-systemic party or the term “polarization”), but also some
of the unspoken assumptions behind Sartori’s approach. Sartori implicitly worked
with a concept under which a single political system contained a single party sys-
tem. The decentralization of (not only) European polities which has taken place in
the meantime, has led some political scientists to reevaluate the dimension within
which current party systems must be examined. Luciano Bardi and Peter Mair
(2008: 154 and subsequent) in their article recommend working with three dimen-
sions within polities: vertical, horizontal, and functional. The vertical dimension
does not concern the Czech party system much, for it applies to a segmented society
in which the reduction of party competition to left-right competition might not be
applied; but this is not the Czech case. Bardi and Mair apply the horizontal division
to countries in which there has been a federalization or major decentralization, and
thus present an example of multi-level governance and therefore of multi-level
party competition. The Czech Republic is not a strongly decentralized polity in
which regional elections are an independent electoral contest of a major kind; in-
stead the party system is structured primarily on the nation-wide level.

From the standpoint of research on the Czech party system, the greatest attention
must be focused on a third potential division of the party system or party systems
within a single polity — the functional division. This is because there is more than one
separate arena of party competition. Basically, political parties must always work on
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at least two different levels of competition — the electoral level, and in parliament.
Bardi and Mair point out that while in some polities the influence of this division
is negligible, elsewhere different rules of the game may apply for different arenas:

“These differences may be defined as those between the electoral party system,
on the one hand, and the legislative or parliamentary party system, on the other...
In the former, issue salience and party strategies will be determined by electoral
goals, that is, by the pursuit of available votes... In the latter, considerations of
coalition formation and maintenance will prevail. In the one, enmities may be at
a premium; in the other, it may be friendship.” (Bardi — Mair 2008: 158)

Bardi and Mair add that in some political systems, government politics can be
seen as a separate arena as well. Later we will take a look at current Czech politics
in this regard. These observations add an interesting element to Sartori’s basic ty-
pology. In my opinion they do not necessarily undermine his typology as a whole,
but point to aspects that for various reasons Sartori did not focus on. The biggest
challenge, I think, is the vertical division of the party systems, the existence of
which casts doubt on Sartori’s basic one-dimensional simplification of party com-
petition. Fortunately in the Czech case neither the vertical or horizontal divisions
apply, while any differences we find under the functional division of the Czech
party system can basically be interpreted within Sartori’s concept.

It is clear from the outset, however, that we need not work with all of the elements
of Sartori’s typology. From the beginning the Czech system developed as a multi-
party system, but with a limited number of represented parties. That takes away
the two-party system as well as atomized pluralism. At the same time, no political
party has gained the dominant position. This leaves the categories of moderate and
polarized pluralism between which the Czech system can be said to move. Let us
briefly go over the basic characteristics of these two types of party system. Moder-
ate pluralism is related to the term limited pluralism, and in a segmented political
system to extreme pluralism as well. The rough dividing line separating limited and
extreme pluralism according to Sartori is the number of six relevant political parties
(Sartori 1976: 131). The basic characteristics of moderate pluralism are defined by
Sartori (1976: 178-179) as follows: In this system there are more or less durable
coalition governments, while none of the parties has the power to form a single-
color majority government. In the government it is not single parties that alternate
but coalitions of parties; however (1) the structure of party competition is basically
bipolar. On the left and the right there are relevant political parties, all of which
have coalition potential and are able to attract centrist voters; thus we can consider
the structure of party competition to be (2) centripetal and (3) with a low degree of
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polarization. This means that the relevant political parties are not so ideologically
distant as to present permanent and growing barriers to cooperation, as is the case
with polarized pluralism.

Polarized pluralism is usually associated with the format of extreme pluralism.
Sartori (1976: 132—140) defines its basic traits as well: First, such a party system
must contain relevant anti-systemic parties. It is clear that the definition of an anti-
systemic party may present a problem, and Sartori himself admits that there are
broader and narrower definitions of anti-systemic. Generally however he defines
it as “being anti-system whenever it undermines the legitimacy of the regime it
opposes” (emphasis by Sartori), as an “opposition on principle” (Sartori 1976:
133).? Even this narrower concept of an anti-system opposition has shown itself to
be problematic, though (Kubat 2010: chapter 4.2). Czech political scientist Michal
Kubat, building on the ideas of Giovanni Sartori and also Italian Giovanni Capoc-
cia, has tried to clarify the concept of anti-systemic. Kubat takes up Capoccia’s
ideological definition of an anti-system party, and derives a definition of an anti-
systemic party in terms of either its isolation or its distance from other political
parties, which may not always mean the same thing. He recommends using the term
anti-systemic party only for parties that truly work to de-legitimize the democratic
political system, and at the same time are isolated within the framework of the
political system. A party that is isolated but does not ideologically reject democracy
should, according to Kubat, be categorized as an extreme party. A formation that
ideologically calls for regime change, but is not isolated from the other parties, he
labels as a masked anti-systemic party (Kubat 2010: chapter 4.5).

I fully agree with Michal Kubat that the term anti-system party without modifica-
tion should be used only for those that fulfill the criteria of isolation within the
political system, along with ideological subversion of the democratic system. It is
a question, however, how to classify the masked anti-systemic party that promotes
an anti-systemic ideology, but does not behave according to that ideology, and thus
gradually improves its coalition potential. This question is more than just academic,
as we will see, because just such a case is presented by the position of the KSCM
within the Czech party system. If we maintain Sartori’s emphasis on party com-
petition and internal systemic characteristics, by this logic ideology is actually a
secondary parameter, while isolation of the party or ideological distance from other
parties is more important. Therefore, we cannot automatically take the existence of
an anti-systemic party as an indicator of polarized pluralism.

Theoretically an anti-system party could be the bearer of any ideology that undermines the existing
regime. Theoretically such a party can be an illegal or semi-legal opposition in a non-democratic
regime. Given our topic, Sartori’s ideas about polarized pluralism, and the clear “democracy-
centered” nature of comparative politics, we explicitly assume for purposes of this text that by the
regime we mean liberal democracy.
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But back to Sartori’s definition of polarized pluralism. In a polarized pluralism there
is a bilateral opposition; the pro-system parties are attacked by anti-systemic parties
from both the right and the left ends of the political spectrum. This leads us to a third
characteristic, the filling of the space at the political center (in a functional, not ideo-
logical sense) by one or more political parties, which creates a multi-polar structure
of party competition in which centrist parties must compete with the anti-systemic
opposition on both the right and the left, while at the same time the anti-systemic par-
ties are competing among themselves. This competition between the political center
and the anti-system parties leads to polarization of the entire party system, the shape of
party competition, and the competition for voters, as it tends to increase the ideologi-
cal distance between the parties. This polarization in turn leads to a fifth characteristic
trait, which is the predominance of centrifugal tendencies over the centripetal, shown
especially in the weakening of electoral support for the parties of the center, and the
strengthening of the extreme formations.* A sixth characteristic is that polarized plural-
isms functions in an atmosphere of the growing ideologization of politics, of the role
of ideology as a means of mobilizing voters by political parties grows, and a growing
conception of politics as ideology by the public along with it. A seventh characteristic
is irresponsible behavior by the opposition, the result of which is to limit the possibili-
ties for alternation in government. Parties at the center of the system are “condemned”
to govern, while an acceptable alternative to them is lacking. Both pro-system and
anti-system opposition formations behave as though they will not be the ones bearing
responsibility for actually governing in the future. And this strategy, determined by
the systemic character of polarized pluralism leads to political competition becoming
a kind of competition between exaggerated promises and outright political bribery.

The format of the Czech party system: a trend towards reduction in
the number of relevant parties

During the Czech democracy’s consolidation phase, which for working purposes
we can say began with the parliamentary elections in 1996 (see Agh 1998: 160—
162), the number of relevant parties in the Czech party system practically never
moved beyond the format of limited pluralism. Not counting the period 1990-1992

Sartori understood polarization mainly as a property flowing from the structure of the party sys-
tem as such. Meanwhile, however, especially in his six characteristics of a polarized pluralism,
he acknowledged at least implicitly that there are other factors contributing to polarization having
to do with the ideologization of politics. Riccardo Pelizzo and Salvatore Barbones (2007) in their
text analyis of Sartori’s examples of polarized pluralism (inter-war Spain, the Wiemar Republic,
France’s 4" Republic, and Italy’s 1% Republic) show that polarization also has a macro-economic
context. This factor is important for analysis of pluralism in the post-Communist countries, es-
pecially during the democratic transition, for the worsening social situation suffered by many
citizens as an inevitable part of economic transformation has been one of the factors in the polari-
zation of politics there.
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when there was much breaking up and reassembling of party clubs in both houses
of the Federal Assembly and in the Czech National Council, this has remained the
case for almost the entire era of the Czech party system since the “Velvet Revolu-
tion”, as illustrated by the following graph:

Figure 1: Number of parties represented in parliament during 1992-2009
(immediately after elections)
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Source: www.volby.cz

During the period 1992—-1996 the number of relevant parties corresponded to the
format of extreme pluralism, though we must keep in mind that between eight elec-
toral actors there existed three coalitions (always with a single stronger party — CSS
along with the LSU, ODS with the KDS, which merged with the ODS in 1995, and
the KSCM in coalition with LB). After 1996 the Czech party system consistently
maintained the characteristics of a limited pluralism. Theoretically this would have
corresponded to a type of polarized pluralism until the mid-1990s and afterward
a type of moderate pluralism. So how was it in reality?

Polarized pluralism: the trend of the 1990s?

The establishment and evolution of the Czech party system during the 1990s has
already been sufficiently described (esp. by PSeja 2005), so at this point we can focus
on trying to classify the type of the Czech party system that was prevalent during the
period from the transition itself to the phase of consolidation. We can leave aside the
system’s formative period (December 1989 to June 1990): the character of the first
phase of democratic transition and the fact that party competition was just beginning
to form, and could only really be evaluated in the context of the elections in the
summer of 1990, make it impossible to speak of a party system in any strict sense of
the word (that is, not just a bunch of individual units, but a system for which some
analyzable model of interaction exists). Instead we might term it a “set of parties”
(Bardi — Mair 2008: 152—-154), indicating an unevolved and very weakly structured
arena of party pluralism in the new democracies. For further argumentation over the
type of party system that evolved in the Czech Republic, what is important is that
already during this initial period, two “sets of parties” — Czech and Slovak — had
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begun to develop somewhat separately. Both sets moved towards forming a system
in the strict sense of the word, but the system was not a Czechoslovak system. For
the less than three years remaining of Czechoslovakia’s existence, separate Czech
(and separate Slovak) party systems formed which provided direct continuity de-
spite the breakup of the federation (see Mansfeldova 2004: 228-231).

The period 1990-1992 was characterized by the fragmentation of some relevant
actors (particularly the Civic Forum) and the crystallization of the model of party
competition. Czech political scientist Miroslav Novak is undoubtedly correct when
he rejects using for this period the criteria for determining the type of party system,
such as polarization or fragmentation (Novak 1999: 133). The transformation proc-
ess of the Czech party system was still in its intensive phase and happening too fast
for a set of parties to become a party system.

Even so, some trends began to appear that showed the way to the next period. First
there was the breakup of the Civic Forum. Among the parties that emerged, those
declaring a right-wing orientation (the ODA and particularly the ODS) dominated
in terms of voter preference (though not in the number of mandates). A process of
crystallization also took place on the Czech left. Although the KSCM’s abortive
transformation process towards social democracy lasted until late 1992/early 1993,
by the end of that electoral term it was obvious that the KSCM would remain a for-
mation that was clearly on the left side of the Czech party spectrum, but because of
its lack of ideological transformation and its already clearly anti-systemic character,
its status was be that of an anti-systemic formation the other parties would be un-
willing to work with. The weak political position and poor electoral returns of the
regional, agrarian, and to an extent also the Christian democratic parties KDS and
KDU-CSL, showed that a model of party competition was emerging oriented towards
the right-left scale, with other cleavages being of lesser importance (see Novak 1999:
136-137). The KSCM’s anti-systemic position and its isolation on the left created
space for the establishment of a second strong pro-systemic formation on the left.
During the interim period 1990-1992 this space was left unoccupied, though there
were possible pretenders (particularly the CSSD and CSS). Finally the political space
was successfully occupied by the CSSD after Milo§ Zeman became head of the party
in 1993. Some other features emerged during 1990-1992 which would continue to
characterize the Czech system in later years. There was a high degree of ideological
polarization, related to crystallization of the terms “left” and “right”, not only in the
area of content definition, which gradually approached that of the West European
mainstream understanding (though the concept of the “right” was set by the ODS
even earlier). This right-left polarization complicated the position of formations pre-
senting themselves as centrist (OH). At the same time in parliament and in the Czech
electorate, two parties established themselves that were clearly anti-systemic in both
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Sartori’s and Kubat’s conception — the KSCM on the left and the SPR-RSC on the
right. The Czech party system was now well on the way to a polarized pluralism.

But was the period after the 1992 elections really a true polarized pluralism? Some
characteristic features were fulfilled. A relevant anti-systemic opposition in the form
of the KSCM and SPR-RSC, which attacked the political regime as such, had a truly
bilateral character. But centrifugal tendencies did not fully emerge. When we com-
pare the aggregate electoral results of the two anti-systemic parties in 1992 and 1996,
we find that they failed to “steal” the electorate away from the pro-systemic parties.

Figure 2: Combined electoral results for the KSCM and SPR-RSC and other
political parties in 19921998’
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On the contrary, the pro-system formations gained, the KSCM lost votes and
the SPR-RSC gained slightly. The crystallization of two strong alternatives — the
ODS and CSSD — occurred also because the pro-system part of the spectrum was
unsuccessful in filling the space in the center. These two parties battled over cen-
trist voters, and the left-right aspect of party competition was more significant
than their competition against the two extreme parties. On the other hand the level
of antagonism between ODS and CSSD in the 1996 election campaign, and espe-
cially the sharp-elbowed tactics of the CSSD, kept the ideological flames in Czech
politics well-fanned (see Kunc 2000: 216-219). The ideological distance between
the parties continued to be great, but not radically greater than prior to 1992. In fa-
vor of a diagnosis of polarized pluralism might be that there was no alternation in
power before 1996, and the government of Vaclav Klaus, a coalition of right-wing
parties, remained in office. However, immediately after the elections the CSSD

5 For 1992 the results of elections to the Czech National Council are counted, in 1996 and 1998
elections to the Chamber of Deputies of the Parliament of the Czech Republic. The SPR-RSC is
still counted in 1998, but afterward loses its relevance as it did not meet the electoral threshold.
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did not behave like the typical irresponsible opposition that never thought it would
find itself governing. Instead, their decision to abstain from the parliamentary vote
allowed the seating of Klaus’s minority cabinet. This would indicate that there
was no insurmountable polarity between the two strongest parties. Thus we must
conclude that developments in 1992—-1996 do not allow for a clear categorization
of the Czech party system according to Sartori, though if we disregard the exist-
ence of an anti-systemic opposition on both sides, most of the structural elements
seem to indicate gradual movement towards a moderate pluralism.

It did not happen all at once. On the contrary, on first glance it might seem
that the functioning of the Czech party system moved more towards a polarized
pluralism.

The position of Klaus’s minority governing coalition may seem similar to that
of parties located in the center under the polarized pluralism model. To the right
there was only the SPR-RSC, and on the left the KSCM and CSSD, the latter of
which allowed the government to win a vote of confidence, but without giving it
explicit support. During that period the degree of polarization and ideological dis-
tance between Czech political parties increased. As Maxmilian Strmiska pointed
out, the CSSD was able to get votes from pro-system and from protest voters,
which prevented a potential rise in support for the anti-system KSCM. Neither
the KSCM nor the SPR-RSC were strong enough to establish themselves as
a long-term and stable dual opposition with blackmail potential (Strmiska 1999:
164). At the same time the CSSD remained the main competitor of the ODS over
the status of strongest party. At least potentially there was now the nucleus of an
alternative coalition between the CSSD and ODS.

The crisis in the ODS in 1997 and 1998, together with the emergence of the US
as Klaus’s cabinet broke up, the seating of ToSovsky’s caretaker government, and
early elections in 1998 opened up new possibilities for transforming the Czech
party system. The 1998 elections eliminated the SPR-RSC from parliament, and
the KSCM remained as the only anti-systemic formation, ostracized by agree-
ment of the other parties. It gained enough seats in parliament to complicate
the formation of government coalitions. The main axis of party competition, be-
tween the CSSD and ODS, was pushed against by two smaller parties, the US and
KDU-CSL, which tried to compete against the ODS for right-wing voters (US)
or occupy the political center (KDU-CSL). The surprise outcome of complicated
negotiations to form a new government was an agreement between the ODS and
CSSD, the so-called opposition agreement, under which the ODS agreed to toler-
ate a minority government by the CSSD.¢ This alliance, which bore no formal

6 The official name was the “Contract for Creating a Stable Political Environment in the Czech

Republic”. In January 2000 the so-called “tolerance patent” was added to the contract; this was
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or real resemblance to a coalition, and represented an attempt by the two main
poles of the Czech party system to overcome a stalemated political situation by
strengthening the majority or majority-forming elements in the electoral system.
To oppose it the Quad-coalition was formed, of which the KDU-CSL, US, and
ODA were the main members (Roberts 2003). Interpreting the nature of party
competition during the 1998 to 2002 period is difficult. Obviously it cannot be
said to have had a bi-polar structure. Rather it was more of a multi-polar party
competition, but the main issue was not to supplant the main pole of competition
with competition against the anti-systemic parties. Despite the opposition agree-
ment, competition between the CSSD and ODS continued, with the Quadcoali-
tion attempting to break in on both the parties.

These developments, so characteristic of the second half of the 1990s, indicate
how difficult it has been to classify the Czech system as a type. James Toole
(2000: 445-446) labeled the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Poland as moderate
pluralisms because support for extremist parties was not higher than in Western
Europe and the ideological distance between the parties was small; but we must
disagree with this as too simplified. As indicated above, certain tendencies to-
wards moderate pluralism were present here, but elements also appeared such as
the high degree of polarization in the party system and the existence of relevant
anti-system parties, though by the end of the decade there was only one; this
would tend to indicate a polarized pluralism. Perhaps more accurate is the opin-
ion of Maxmilian Strmiska, who speaks of “an incomplete and somewhat ‘defec-
tive’ pluralism” (Strmiska 2000: 1) characterized by the fluctuating alternative
models for assembling coalition governments, and a certain systemic instability,
which makes it impossible for us to place Czech pluralism in the 1990s in either
of Sartori’s above-described types.

The Czech party system’s second decade: towards a moderate
pluralism?

The 2002 elections produced a number of interesting trends. The attempt by
the Quadcoalition to break into the dominant axis of party competition between
the ODS and CSSD ended in failure (Hanley 2005: 45-46). The government coa-
lition led by Vladimir Spidla included the CSSD and both smaller pro-system
formations, the US and KDU-CSL. A very interesting result in terms of the debate
over typology of the Czech party system were the gains by KSCM, which were
something of an exception to the long-term declining trend of this party (see
Pseja 2009: 144-153).

a set of agreements on specific topics that the ODS and CSSD were supposed to work together on
(the Czech Republic’s entrance into the EU, reform of the Czech electoral system, etc.).
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Figure 3: Electoral results for the KSCM and other parliamentary parties in
2002 and 2006
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B8 0ther parliamentary parties

2002 2006

Source: www.volby.cz

The strengthening of the KSCM might tend to support the argument for a polar-
ized pluralism in the Czech party system, but as I try to show below, it was during
the 2002-2006 electoral term that there was a shift in the status of the KSCM within
the Czech party system, or at least in the parliamentary arena. During this term there
was also a personnel crisis in the CSSD leadership, but with the accession of Jifi
Paroubek to the head of the party in 2005 this crisis was resolved well in advance
of parliamentary elections. The US was marginalized as a party, and its role as
a secondary pole in the Czech party system was taken over by the SZ in 2006.

The 2006 election campaign signaled the bipolarization of Czech politics, linked to
a strengthening trend towards bipolarization of Czech party competition. The cam-
paign amounted to a duel between the two strongest parties, the CSSD on the left and
the ODS on the right, and the results reflected this. In terms of the right-left division of
the Czech party system, the elections ended once more in stalemate, and a long period
after the elections until a coalition government led by Mirek Topolanek was finally
formed under somewhat dramatic circumstances between the ODS, KDU-CSL, and
SZ (see Hlousek — Kaniok 2009: 2—3). The circumstances of its fall were likewise
dramatic; Topolanek’s government lost a no-confidence vote in March 2009 halfway
through the Czech presidency of the EU (Hlousek — Kaniok 2009: 5-6). Early parlia-
mentary elections were rejected in a somewhat idiosyncratic decision by the Czech
Constitutional Court, so another caretaker government was formed, this time under
Jan Fischer, and was given support in parliament by the ODS, CSSD, and SZ.

The situation before the 2010 elections shows the following trends. The position of
the CSSD and ODS as the two strongest poles in the Czech party system seems to be
stable, even though the ODS has lost much ground since the 2006 elections. Besides
these parties, the KSCM also has seats in parliament, as does the new conservative
formation TOP09, which in effect split away from the KDU-CSL and has tried to
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take a position to the right of the ODS. In addition there are up to four small parties
that have a chance: the VV, KDU-CSL, SZ, and SPO. The likelihood that all will suc-
ceed is small. With the exception of the left-oriented SPO, all of these small groups
aim at the political center. In any case, all of them have experience in parliament (the
SZ and KDU-CSL and actually TOP09 as well) and the possible new parties (VV
a SPO) possess coalition potential, though not strong in relation to the main poles.

Halfway through the last decade doubts still prevailed about whether the party sys-
tem would fit within any of Sartori’s types (for example Caloud et al. 2006: 7—10).
Maxmilian Strmiska came up with an original conceptual framework, recommend-
ing the term “semi-polarized pluralism” for the Czech party system (Strmiska 2007).
In relation to Sartori’s terminology, Stermiska cites the impossibility of classifying
the Czech party system as either moderate or polarized pluralism. We can agree
with Strmiska that this new concept has significant heuristic potential for analysis
of the Czech party system at the end of the 1990s and first half of the last decade,
and reflects the fact that (1) a relevant KSCM was still present and (2) the problem
of limited coalition alternatives continued. Nevertheless I will try to show that at
present there is an interesting shift under way and that Strmiska’s semi-polarized
pluralism has been replaced by a classic Sartorian type of moderate pluralism.

What has changed since the beginning of the last decade? What leads us to say that
the characteristics of polarized pluralism are steadily declining? As has been said,
Czech party competition is not fully multi-polar as Sartori talks about when he de-
scribes a polarized pluralism. The main pole of competition is the competition between
right and left over the political center. Specifically this means competition between the
two main poles of the Czech party system, the ODS and CSSD. It does not rule out
the existence of minor poles of competition, but the dynamics of party competition
and electoral competition are basically driven in this direction. As subsidiary poles of
party competition we can see competition between the KSCM and CSSD over left-
wing voters, and now between ODS and TOP09 on the right, and of course the efforts
of the smaller parties to “bite off” a bit of the political center. But the fundamental
bipolar and centripetal character of Czech party competition remains the same. It has
also been shown that parties which are trying to aim for the political center (ideologi-
cally or functionally) have no chance to gain the status of a large party or main pole of
the party system. One problem in fully classifying it as a moderate pluralism remains
the relatively high degree of polarization, along with a growing shrillness in electoral
campaigns, and elements of political bribery. This element, closer to the polarized
pluralism model, is most detectable in the electoral arena; it is a question to what de-
gree it appears after the elections in the arena of parliamentary politics. Moreover, this
polarization cannot be labeled as ideological in the strictest sense. It is more a product
of the personalization of Czech politics along with the professional management of
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election campaigns that resorts to populist rhetoric, and makes elections about the
personalities of party leaders. The Paroubek-Topolanek duel in 2006 and the issue of
Mirek Topolanek before the 2010 election is typical of this personalization.

A look at the quality of the parliamentary system in this country brings us to
another very important statement. All indications are that the constant of the Czech
party system, the taboo on coalition-building with the KSCM, is on its way to fall-
ing. Especially after Jifi Paroubek became head of the CSSD in 2005, the KSCM
has played a more important role than previously as a voting partner of the Social
Democrats in parliament. This is not to say that there have been in effect two ruling
coalitions, one official (CSSD, KDU-CSL and US for example) and one de facto
in parliament (CSSD+KSCM), but the isolation of the KSCM has been broken,
and the two parties have grown closer ideologically on topics such as social policy,
health care, etc. (see Kopecek — PSeja 2008: 332—-334).7 This trend continued after
the 2006 elections, when both the left-wing was in opposition. Again the right-left
delineation of the Czech political spectrum can be seen.?

In debating about the current and potential role of the KSCM, two distinctions
must be taken into account. First, the distinction between Kubat’s full-blooded anti-
systemic party and a masked anti-systemic party. A second distinction is between
Bardi’s and Mair’s party system in the electoral arena, and the party system in the
parliamentary arena. In the case of the second distinction we note that in the elec-
toral arena the KSCM remains an ostracized entity attacked by the right (although
compared to the 1990s the intensity of attacks has declined as the issue of de-com-
munization fades). Not even the CSSD has revoked the Bohumin resolution adopted
in 1995 when it vowed not to work with the KSCM. However, in the parliamentary
arena the KSCM has been much more successful in breaking the isolation. It is
entirely possible that after the 2010 election the KSCM will support the formation of
a minority CSSD government, with which it would cooperate in parliament. CSSD
leaders reject the formation of an open coalition, but tolerance of a minority govern-
ment would be good for both sides given a left-wing majority. The KSCM would
not risk so much of its reputation as a party of protest as it would if it were part
of a CSSD government, and the CSSD could continue to keep the Communists at
arm’s length. Thus in parliament we are witnessing the growing coalition potential
of the KSCM in relation to the CSSD. In that case the KSCM would shift from being
classified as an anti-system party towards being a masked anti-system party.

A detailed analysis of elections during this period is given by Cerny (2006).

After the 2010 elections it will be very important which of the smaller centrist parties get into
parliament, and what strategy they adopt in parliament or in government. Not even the prospect
of a grand coalition between the CSSD and ODS would tend to cause a deepening of the left-right
division. From a long-term perspective it is clear, however, that the space in the political center is
not a place where a new big political party can take shape; the left-right dynamic is fundamental.
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This statement requires some commentary however. Here I return to Capoccia’s
and Kubat’s distinction between ideological and relational anti-systemic parties.
From an ideological anti-system standpoint the description stands of the KSCM
as having two faces. It presents itself outwardly as a party fully accepting the
democratic rules of the game, but internally it speaks differently of the period of
Communism, and its official goal remains socialism, though wrapped in rhetori-
cal phrases about democratic society (Balik 2005; Hanley 2002: 150—-154; Kubat
2010, chapter 6.1.1). Likewise from the standpoint of public opinion it is still not
accepted as a fully-qualified actor in the Czech party system. A CVVM survey
shows that like a decade ago, Czech society remains divided almost equally on the
question of whether they would be against participation by the KSCM in a govern-
ment coalition. Significant for the growing relative coalition potential of the KSCM
in relation to the CSSD is the fact that among CSSD supporters 60 % would not
mind participation by the KSCM in a government, while 32 % would be against
it (CVVM 2009b: 4). Ideologically the KSCM remains estranged from the demo-
cratic political system, and this is reflected in the electoral arena among others.
However, its coalition potential is growing (though on the parliamentary, not the
governmental level for now), and its isolation as an ostracized party is crumbling.’

Conclusion

We can conclude with the statement that the Czech party system at present can
be said to fit the model of a moderate pluralism. This is especially true on the
parliamentary level, and after the 2010 elections the number of political parties will
probably correspond to the format of a limited pluralism. Each of these parties in
this arena possesses coalition potential, though of differing proportions. Of course
the KSCM will not be a partner in the governing coalition, but in the Czech parlia-
ment the KSCM can no longer be considered to be ostracized.

The party system on the electoral level now corresponds more to the type char-
acteristics of moderate pluralism. The fundamental structure of party competition
is bipolar, and basically centripetal. Even if some of today’s parliamentary parties
were to drop from relevance (KDU-CSL, SZ) and/or new relevant formations be-
come established (VV, SPO, TOP09), they will not change the main right-left divid-
ing line, and it is likely that the structure of the two main poles will remain and be
supplemented by the configuration of minor poles of which all will have coalition
potential. The nucleuses of alternating coalitions are established — the CSSD on the

® In the long term the isolation of the KSCM outside of government could be weakened as well.

CSSD leaders reject an open coalition with the Communists for these elections, but after that it’s
an open question. I must say that although I approach these developments analytically, norma-
tively in view of the persistent dogmatism of the KSCM I do not regard this as unproblematic for
the quality of Czech democracy.
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left and the ODS on the right. Strmiska’s observation about the absence of coalition
models is not completely passé, but it applies mostly to the tactics and strategies
of the small parties. Although the ideological profile of the KSCM is unfortunate,
its possible post-election cooperation with the CSSD might more or less solve the
problem of classification. A left-coalition model (CSSD and KSCM) would then
establish itself, alongside a right coalition model (ODS and TOP09), while the role
of small parties after 2010 and how many would remain in parliament would be an
open question. If they were to enjoy a limited success, the Czech Republic would
actually become less of a pure moderate pluralism because of the increased polar-
ity of the party system, which would manifest itself more on the electoral than
parliamentary level. In the event of a grand coalition or relevance being achieved
my more centrist parties, the role of these parties in parliament and in government
while forming a coalition will be key to whether the trend towards moderate plural-
ism continues, and the degree of willingness on the part of the CSSD and ODS
to cooperate with one another. But not even these developments need hinder the
gradual shift of the Czech party system towards moderate pluralism.

Future confirmation of the trends analyzed above may have a stabilizing effect on
the Czech party system. Along with format, the mechanics of the party system might
also consolidate; in particular some innovative forms of coalition cooperation might
begin to function, which would make more likely the future alternation of gov-
ernment coalitions enjoying stronger parliamentary support. However there is no
reason to think that this type of moderate pluralism will solve all the problems of the
Czech party system. The issue remains of the modification of the electoral system to
the Chamber of Deputies remains an issue, along with the question of whether and
how political parties will be able to better integrate themselves into Czech society.
The case of Czech Republic and others show that in an age of cartel parties a mini-
mum degree of social rooting is very important for the vitality of political parties.

List of abbreviations

CSS — Czechoslovak Socialist Party

CSSD — Czechoslovak Social Democracy/Czech Social Democratic Party
CVVM - Public Opinion Research Centre

DSZ — Democratic Party of Greens

KDS — Christian Democratic Party

KDU-CSL — Christian and Democratic Union — Czechoslovak People’s Party
KSCM — Communist Party of Bohemia and Moravia

LSU — Liberal Social Union

ODA — Civic Democratic Alliance
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ODS — Civic Democratic Party

OH - Civic Movement

SPO — Party of Citizens’ Rights

SPR-RSC — Association for the Republic — Republican Party of Czechoslovakia
SZ — Green Party

TOP 09 — Tradition, Responsibility, Prosperity

VV — Public Issues

References

Agh, Attila (1998): The Politics of Central Europe. London — Thousand Oaks —
New Delhi: Sage.

Almond, Gabriel A. — Bingham Powell, G. — Strem, Kaare — Dalton, Russel J.
(2001): Comparative Politics: A Theoretical Framework. Third Edition. New
York: Longman.

Axford, Barrie (2002): Parties, Interest Groups and Public Opinion. In: Axford,
Barrie — Browning Gary K. — Huggins, Richard — Rosamond, Ben: Politcs: An
Introduction. Second Edition. London — New York: Routledge, pp. 358—407.

Balik, Stanislav (2005): Communist Party of Bohemia and Moravia and its Attitude ®
towards Own History. In: Kopecek, Lubomir ed.: Trajectories of the Left: Social
Democratic and (Ex-)Communist Parties in Contemporary Europe: Between
Past and Political Research, pp. 140-149.

Bardi, Luciano — Mair Peter (2008): The Parameters of Party Systems. Party Poli-
tics 14(2): 147-166.

Caloud, Dalibor — Foltyn, Tomas — Havlik, Vlastimil (2006): Politické strany a je-
jich systém v obdobi 2002-2006. In: Caloud, Dalibor; Foltyn, Tomas; Havlik,
Vlastimil; Matuskova, Anna eds.: Volby do Poslanecké snémovny v roce 2006.
Brno: Centrum pro studium demokracie a kultury a Institut pro srovnavaci poli-
tologicky vyzkum, pp. 7-25.

Caramani, Daniele (2008): Party Systems. In: Caramani, Daniele ed.: Comparative
Politics. Oxford — New York: Oxford University Press, 318-347.

Cerny, Ondiej (2006): Koaliéni vladnuti v Ceské republice ve volebnim obdobi
2002-2006 (myty a skutecné koalice v Poslanecké snémovng). In: Cabada,
Ladislav et al.: Koalice a koalicni vztahy Ceské republiky v evropském kontextu.
Plzeti: Ale§ Cengk, 84-108.

CVVM (2009a): Angazovanost Cechii ve verejném Zivoté. Tiskova zprava
zvefejnéna 25. kvétna 2009. Praha: Centrum pro vyzkum vefejného minéni, So-
ciologicky ustav Akademie véd Ceské republiky (http://www.cvvm.cas.cz).

107

Politics in Central Europe.indd 107 @ 8.7.10 11:26



1 L ENEE @® | D [ BN

Seeking a Type: the Czech Party System after 1989 Vit Hlousek

CVVM (2009b): Nézory na KSCM. Tiskova zprava zvefejnéna 9. fijna 2009. Praha:
Centrum pro vyzkum vefejného minéni, Sociologicky tistav Akademie véd Ceské
republiky (http://www.cvvm.cas.cz).

Hanley, Sean (2002): The Communist Party of Bohemia and Moravia after 1989:
“Subcultural Party” to Neocommunist Force? In: Bozdoki, Andras; Ishiyama, John
T. eds.: The Communist Successor Parties of Central and Eastern Europe. New
York: M. E. Sharpe, pp. 141-165.

Hanley, Sean (2005): Blue Velvet: The Rise and Decline of the New Czech Right.
In: Szczerbiak, Aleks; Hanley, Sean eds.: Centre-Right Parties in Post-Commu-
nist East-Central Europe. London — New York: Routledge, pp. 28-54.

Havlik, Vlastimil — Kope&ek, Lubomir (2008): Krize vladnuti v Ceské republice.
Analyza plsobeni volebniho a stranického systému a navrhy moznych feseni.
Politologicky ¢asopis 15(3): 183-205.

Hlousek, Vit — Kaniok, Petr (2009): The 2009 European Parliament Election in the
Czech Republic, June 5-6 2009. European Parliament Election Briefing, No. 29
(http://www.sei.ac.uk).

Hlousek, Vit — Kopecek, Lubomir (2008): Cleavages in the Contemporary Czech
and Slovak Politics: Between Persistence and Change. East European Politics &
Societies 22(3): 518-552.

Kitschelt, Herbert (2001): Divergent Paths of Postcommunist Democracies. In:
Diamond, Larry — Gunther, Richard eds.: Political Parties and Democracy, Bal-
timore and London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, pp. 299-326.

Kopecek, Lubomir — P$eja, Pavel (2008): Czech Social Democracy and its “cohabi-
tation” with the Communist Party: The story of a neglected affair. Communist
and Post-Communist Studies 41(3): 317-338.

Kopecky, Petr (2006): The Rise of Power Monopoly: Political Parties in the Czech
Republic. In: Jungerstam-Mulders, Susanne ed.: Post-Communist EU Member
States: Parties and Party Systems. Aldershot — Burlington: Ashgate, pp. 125-146.

Kubat, Michal (2010): Political Opposition in Theory and Central European Prac-
tice. Frankfurt am Main — Berlin — Bern — Bruxelles — New York — Oxford —
Wien: Peter Lang (forthcomming).

Kunc, Jifi (2000): Stranické systémy v re/konstrukci. Belgie, Itdlie, Spanélsko,
Ceskoslovensko, Ceskd republika. Praha: Sociologické nakladatelstvi.

Mansfeldova, Zdenka (2004): The Czech Republic. In: Berglund, Sten; Ekman,
Joachim; Aarebrot, Frank H. eds.: The Handbook of Political Change in Eastern
Europe. Second Edition. Cheltenham — Northampton: Edward Elgar, pp. 223-253.

Novak, Miroslav (1999): Utvareni stranického systému v ¢eskych zemich. Analyza
dosavadnich trendi a vyhledy do budoucna. Politologicky casopis 6 (2): 133—145.

108

Politics in Central Europe.indd 108 @ 8.7.10 11:26



1 L ENEE @® | D [ BN

Politics in Central Europe 6 (June 2010) 1

Pelizzo, Riccardo — Barbones, Salvatore (2007): The Political Economy of Polar-
ized Pluralism. Party Politics 13(1): 53-67.

Pridham, Geoffrey (2009): Democratic Consolidation in the Czech Republic:
Comparative Perspectives after Twenty Years of Political Change. Politologicky
Casopis 16 (4): 267-287.

Pseja, Pavel (2009): Holding the Ground — Communism and Political Parties in
the Post-Communist Czech Republic. In: Backes, Uwe — Jaskulowski, Tytus —
Polese, Abel eds.: Totalitarismus und Transformation. Defizite der Demokratie-
konsolidierung in Mittel- und Osteuropa. Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht,
pp. 135-154.

Pseja, Pavel (2005): Stranicky systém Ceské republiky. Politické strany a jejich
vyvoj 1989-1998. Brno: Centrum pro studium demokracie a kultury a Institut pro
srovnavaci politologicky vyzkum.

Roberts, Andrew (2003): Demythologizing the Czech Opposition Agreement.
Europe-Asia Studies 55 (8): 1273-1303.

Sartori, Giovanni (1976): Parties and Party Systems: A Framework for Analysis.
Cambridge University Press.

Strmiska, Maxmilidn (2000): The Czech Mutipartism in the Late 1990s. Central
European Political Studies Review 2 (2) (http://www.cepsr.com).

Strmiska, Maxmilian (2007): The Czech Party System: a Few Observations on the
Properties and Working Logic of the Czech Party Arrangement. In: Hlousek, Vit
— Chytilek, Roman eds.: Parliamentary Elections and Party Landscape in the
Visegrad Group Countries, Brno: Democracy and Culture Studies Centre and
Institute for Comparative Political Research, pp. 107—115.

Strmiska, Maxmilian (1999): Utvateni ceského multipartismu: piibéh na
pokracovani. Politologicky casopis 6 (2): 162—169.

Toole, James (2000): Government Formation and Party System Stabilization in
East Central Europe. Party Politics 6 (4): 441-461.

Vit Hlousek is an Associate Professor at the Faculty of Social Studies, Masaryk
University, Jostova 10, 602 00, Brno, Czech Republic.
E-mail:hlousek@fss.muni.cz

109

Politics in Central Europe.indd 109 @ 8.7.10 11:26



