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Patterns of Democracy: Lijphart's
1999 Study of 36 Countries
Arend Lijphart's seminal 1999 work, exploring *Patterns of Democracy:
Government Forms and Performance in Thirty-Six Countries*, remains a
cornerstone in comparative political science. This article delves into the key
findings of Lijphart's research, examining his typology of democratic systems, his
assessment of their performance, and the enduring relevance of his conclusions.
We will explore concepts of consociational democracy, majoritarian
democracy, and executive-party dimensions, crucial elements within Lijphart's
framework. We will also analyze the implications of his findings for
understanding democratic governance and its effectiveness.

Lijphart's Typology of Democratic Systems

Lijphart's analysis hinges on a two-dimensional typology of democratic systems.
The first dimension concerns the executive-party dimension, distinguishing
between majoritarian and consensus democracies. Majoritarian systems
concentrate executive power in a single-party cabinet, formed by a majority party
or a stable coalition. Consensus democracies, conversely, feature executive
power-sharing arrangements, often involving multi-party coalitions and a broader
representation of societal interests. This often manifests in coalition governments.

The second dimension focuses on the federal-unitary and centralized-
decentralized dimension, also representing a spectrum between majoritarian and
consensus systems. Majoritarian systems exhibit a more centralized governmental



structure with power concentrated at the national level. Conversely, consensus
democracies often feature federal or decentralized structures, distributing power
across regional or local governments. This distribution aims to reflect diverse
interests within society.

### Majoritarian vs. Consensus Democracy: A Comparative Lens

Lijphart meticulously compares these two ideal types, examining their
institutional features. Majoritarian systems typically exhibit:

One-party cabinets: A single party forms the government.
Two-party systems: A relatively stable two-party competition dominates
the political landscape.
Executive dominance over the legislature: The executive branch holds
significant power over the legislature.
Unicameral legislatures: A single legislative chamber simplifies the
legislative process.
Concentrated power: Power is centralized within the national
government.

In contrast, consensus democracies are characterized by:

Multi-party cabinets: Coalitions representing various parties form the
government.
Multi-party systems: Many parties compete for power, often leading to
coalition governments.
Balance of power between executive and legislature: Both branches
share power, leading to more checks and balances.
Bicameral legislatures: Two legislative chambers provide further checks
and balances.
Decentralized power: Power is distributed across regional or local
governments. Federal systems are prevalent.

Measuring Democratic Performance: Lijphart's
Metrics
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To evaluate the performance of these different systems, Lijphart employs various
indicators, examining several key aspects of democratic effectiveness:

Government effectiveness and efficiency: Measured by aspects such as
policy responsiveness and the efficient implementation of laws.
Economic performance: Assessed using economic growth rates, inflation,
and unemployment levels. This encompasses both macro and
microeconomic aspects.
Political stability and government longevity: Focusing on the stability of
governments and the frequency of changes in leadership.
Voter turnout: As a gauge of citizen engagement and participation in the
political process.
Citizen satisfaction: Gauged through surveys examining public trust in
government.

Lijphart's Findings and their Implications for
Consociational Democracy

Lijphart's analysis reveals intriguing patterns. While neither model demonstrably
outperforms the other in every area, his findings generally suggest that consensus
democracies tend to perform better on certain dimensions. They demonstrate
higher levels of inclusiveness and consensus-building, leading to greater political
stability and satisfaction amongst their populations. This is particularly evident in
the success of consociational democracy, which is a type of consensus system
tailored towards deeply divided societies. This model emphasizes power-sharing,
proportionality, and minority protection, offering a viable approach to
governance in countries with significant ethnic, religious, or ideological
cleavages. His work highlights the importance of considering a country’s specific
societal context when evaluating the optimal democratic model.

Criticisms and Ongoing Debates

Despite its influence, Lijphart's work has not been without its critics. Some argue
that his typology is overly simplistic, neglecting the complexities of real-world
political systems. Others question the validity of his chosen performance
indicators and suggest that alternative metrics might paint a different picture. For
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instance, critics suggest that measures of economic success may not always be
indicative of overall societal well-being. However, Lijphart’s work sparked and
continues to fuel critical debate within comparative political science, leading to
further refinements and elaborations on the nature of democracy.

Conclusion

Lijphart's *Patterns of Democracy* provides a valuable framework for
understanding the diverse forms and performance of democratic systems. By
carefully comparing majoritarian and consensus democracies across multiple
dimensions, Lijphart sheds light on the trade-offs inherent in different
institutional choices. His emphasis on the importance of power-sharing and
inclusiveness remains highly relevant in a world grappling with political
polarization and the need for effective governance. While the nuances of
democratic performance are highly context-dependent, the study remains a potent
contribution to the field, emphasizing the importance of considering institutional
design as central to democratic success. Further research into how these models
adapt to the challenges of the 21st century—globalization, technological change,
and evolving societal norms—remains a crucial area of ongoing scholarly
inquiry.

FAQ

Q1: What is the main argument of Lijphart's book?

A1: Lijphart's main argument is that consensus democracies, characterized by
power-sharing, multi-party systems, and decentralized governance, generally
outperform majoritarian democracies, which concentrate power in a single party
or coalition, on several key indicators of democratic performance, including
political stability, inclusiveness, and citizen satisfaction. However, this is not
universally true and the ideal system depends on the specific context of each
nation.

Q2: What are the limitations of Lijphart's typology?

A2: Lijphart's typology is a simplification of complex political realities. It may
oversimplify the spectrum of democratic systems, overlooking nuances within
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each category. Furthermore, the chosen performance indicators might not fully
capture all aspects of democratic success, such as social justice or environmental
sustainability.

Q3: How does Lijphart's work relate to the concept of consociational
democracy?

A3: Lijphart's work strongly supports the viability of consociational democracy,
particularly for societies with deep internal divisions. He demonstrates how
power-sharing mechanisms, proportionality, and minority protection, which are
central to consociationalism, contribute to political stability and citizen
satisfaction.

Q4: What are some examples of majoritarian and consensus democracies?

A4: The United Kingdom serves as a classic example of a majoritarian
democracy, while Switzerland represents a more consensus-oriented system. It's
important to remember that these are ideal types; real-world systems often exhibit
elements of both models.

Q5: What are the implications of Lijphart's findings for democratic reform?

A5: Lijphart's research suggests that countries striving for democratic reform
might benefit from incorporating aspects of consensus democracy, particularly
power-sharing mechanisms and more inclusive institutional structures. This is
particularly crucial in diverse societies.

Q6: How does Lijphart's work contribute to comparative politics?

A6: Lijphart's work significantly contributes to comparative politics by providing
a systematic framework for analyzing democratic institutions and their effects.
His comparative study of different systems and their performance offers valuable
insights for understanding the strengths and weaknesses of various democratic
models, enriching our understanding of democratic systems globally.

Q7: What are some criticisms of Lijphart's methodology?

A7: Critics have pointed out that Lijphart's selection of countries might not be
fully representative. Some argue that the chosen indicators of democratic
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performance might be biased towards consensus systems. Furthermore, the
correlation between institutional design and performance might be influenced by
other factors not fully accounted for in the analysis.

Q8: What are the future implications of Lijphart's research?

A8: Lijphart's work continues to inspire research on democratic performance,
institutional design, and the impact of societal context on democratic success.
Future research might explore how his framework applies to emerging
democracies, or how it might adapt to address new challenges such as political
polarization, globalization, and the rise of populism.

Decoding Democracy: A Deep Dive into Lijphart's
1999 Analysis

Arend Lijphart's seminal 1999 work, "Patterns of Democracy: Government
Forms and Performance in Thirty-Six Countries," offers a compelling analysis of
democratic governments across the globe. This article delves into the core of
Lijphart's work, examining his technique, main results, and their lasting relevance
to modern political analysis.

Lijphart's study focuses on a thorough analysis of thirty-six democratic countries,
classified based on two features: executive-legislative interactions and the kind of
party structures. He differentiates between two model types of democracy:
majoritarian and consensus.

Majoritarian governments, characterized by focused authority, possess a one-
party government, a dominant chief, somewhat unpowerful bicameralism, and a
uncomplicated dominant electoral process. Conversely, consensus governments
emphasize power-sharing, incorporating coalition administrations, fair electoral
processes, and robust bicameralism.

Lijphart's rigorous empirical examination shows a striking link between these two
dimensions of democratic design and various indicators of democratic efficiency.
He posits that consensus governments tend to perform superiorly on numerous
key aspects, for example representation, productivity, stability, and governmental
responsiveness.
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For illustration, Lijphart illustrates that consensus governments show greater
levels of voter turnout and more significant participation of marginalized groups.
They additionally tend to create more long-lasting regimes and show higher
governmental reactivity. However, it's important to note that this isn't a absolute
law, and other elements exert a substantial role.

Lijphart's methodology, relying on statistical figures and quantitative analysis,
offers a robust basis for his results. However, commentators have noted to the
limitations of his set of countries, proposing that his conclusions might not be
transferable to all representative regimes. Furthermore, the idea of "performance"
itself is complicated and prone to different definitions.

Despite these limitations, Lijphart's research persists a landmark contribution to
the discipline of comparative political studies. His model provides a useful
method for analyzing the strengths and disadvantages of different democratic
governments and contributes to our knowledge of the factors that impact
democratic achievement.

The applicable implications of Lijphart's study are important. By understanding
the balances between different democratic models, legislators can develop
improved educated decisions about the best structure of their own liberal systems.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. What is the main argument of Lijphart's book? Lijphart argues that
consensus democracies, characterized by power-sharing and broad representation,
tend to perform better on various indicators than majoritarian democracies, which
concentrate power in the hands of a single party or executive.

2. What are the limitations of Lijphart's study? One limitation is the relatively
small and specific sample of countries studied. Another is the difficulty in
objectively measuring democratic "performance," as different scholars may
prioritize different indicators.

3. How can Lijphart's work be applied practically? Policymakers can use
Lijphart's framework to better understand the trade-offs inherent in different
democratic designs and to design systems that better reflect the needs and
preferences of their citizens.
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4. What are the key differences between majoritarian and consensus
democracies? Majoritarian systems concentrate power, while consensus systems
emphasize power-sharing. This difference manifests in aspects like executive-
legislative relations, electoral systems, and party systems.

5. Is Lijphart's work still relevant today? Absolutely. His insights into the
strengths and weaknesses of different democratic systems remain highly relevant
in today’s complex political landscape, informing debates about institutional
design and democratic reform worldwide.
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