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Democratic Decline in the United States:
What Can We Learn from Middle-Income
Backsliding?
Robert R. Kaufman and Stephan Haggard

We explore what can be learned from authoritarian backsliding in middle income countries about the threats to American
democracy posed by the election of Donald Trump. We develop some causal hunches and an empirical baseline by considering
the rise of elected autocrats in Venezuela, Turkey, and Hungary. Although American political institutions may forestall
a reversion to electoral autocracy, we see some striking parallels in terms of democratic dysfunction, polarization, the nature of
autocratic appeals, and the processes through which autocratic incumbents sought to exploit elected office. These processes could
generate a diminished democratic system in which electoral competition survives, but within a political space that is narrowed by
weakened horizontal checks on executive power and rule of law.

T he election of Donald Trump has challenged the
widespread assumption that rich, liberal democra-
cies are invulnerable to subversion by autocrats who

come to power through electoral means.1 Both in his
election campaign and since taking office, Trump has
exhibited many autocratic traits. He has stoked underlying
ethnic and class divisions, demonized his opposition,
attacked themedia, weakened protection of civil and political
liberties and challenged the independence of the courts and
the federal law enforcement and intelligence apparatus.
Is liberal democracy in danger? By “liberal democracy”

we mean a political system not only with electoral
competition and turnover—a minimalist definition—but
also “horizontal” checks on executive authority and robust

protection of political and civil rights. Could incremental
assault on these constitutional checks on executive power
cumulate into a “competitive authoritarian” regime,2

defined as one in which the political playing field has
been tipped decisively against meaningful challenges to
incumbents?

Such outright reversions are still virtually non-existent
in developed countries, and appropriate comparators are
thus difficult to find. Nonetheless, we can draw some
conclusions by comparing the Trump presidency to
democratic backsliding in three middle-income countries:
Venezuela, Turkey, and Hungary. All three countries had
reached levels of per capita income at which the
possibilities of reversal had once seemed highly unlikely.3

Moreover, democratic institutions in Venezuela and
Hungary seemed relatively well entrenched, and Turkey’s
democracy appeared on a road to consolidation. The
United States, of course, is far richer and its political
system much more institutionalized. But comparisons
with these cases helps identify the causal processes through
which democracy deteriorates even under otherwise favor-
able political and economic circumstances and thus
provides insight into developments in the United States
in the first twenty months of the Trump presidency.

We conclude that a transition to competitive author-
itarianism in the United States is unlikely, although not
impossible. In contrast to the middle-income countries
discussed later, the American political system has in-
stitutional features that pose significant impediments to
outright authoritarian rule, including high barriers to
constitutional revision. However, we also show evidence
in the United States of similar causal processes to those
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makes sense to classify regimes categorically—and thus to determine 
which regimes are democracies and which are not. But democracy is in 
many ways a continuous variable. Its key components—such as free-
dom of multiple parties and candidates to campaign and contest; opposi-
tion access to mass media and campaign finance; inclusiveness of suf-
frage; fairness and neutrality of electoral administration; and the extent 
to which electoral victors have meaningful power to rule—vary on a 
continuum (as do other dimensions of the quality of democracy, such as 
civil liberties, rule of law, control of corruption, vigor of civil society, 
and so on). This continuous variation forces coders to make difficult 
judgments about how to classify regimes that fall into the gray zone of 
ambiguity, where multiparty electoral competition is genuine and vig-
orous but flawed in some notable ways. No system of multiparty com-
petition is perfectly fair and open. Some multiparty electoral systems 
clearly do not meet the test of democracy. Others have serious defects 
that nevertheless do not negate their overall democratic character. Thus 
hard decisions must often be made about how to weight imperfections 
and where to draw the line.

Most approaches to classifying regimes (as democracies or not) rely 
on continuous measurement of key variables (such as political rights, 
in the case of the Polity scale, or both political rights and civil liber-
ties, in the case of Freedom House), along with a somewhat arbitrary 
cutoff point for separating democracies from nondemocracies.5 My 
own method has been to accept the Freedom House coding decisions 
except where I find persuasive contradictory evidence. This has led to 
my counting two to five fewer democracies than Freedom House does 

FIGURE 1—THE GROWTH OF DEMOCRACIES IN THE WORLD, 
1974–2013
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Appendix—Valeriya Mechkova, Anna Lührmann, and Staffan I. Lindberg, “How Much Democratic 
Backsliding?” Journal of Democracy 28 (October 2017): 162–69. 
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FIGURE 1. AVERAGE LEVELS OF DEMOCRACY, 174 COUNTRIES, 1972–2016 
 

 
Note: The figure depicts the V-Dem indices on liberal and electoral democracy ranging from 0 (not 
democratic) to 1 (fully democratic). V-Dem Data Set Version 7.0.   

Four	Sources	of	Pessimism	
•  The	global	slowing	from	2006	and	the	“democra/c	
recession”	debate	(Diamond	vs.	Levitsky	and	Way	
2015)	

•  Authoritarian	resilience		
–  The	stability	of	compe//ve	authoritarian	rule		(Levitsky	
and	Way	2010)		

–  The	survival—and	even	“hardening”--of	unambiguously	
authoritarian	regimes	(for	example,	Dimitrov	2013;	Russia,	
the	19th	Party	Congress	debate)	

•  Breakdowns:	reversions	to	authoritarian	rule		
•  Backsliding,	and	in	both	middle-income	and	advanced	
industrial	states	
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Figure 0.1 CGV Transitions during the Third Wave (1980– 2008)
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Figure 0.2 Polity Transitions during the Third Wave (1980– 2008)

PUP_Haggard_Dictators_and_Democrats_Introduction_v1.indd           9             Achorn International             05/24/2016  04:40AM

 1
 2
 3
 4
 5
 6
 7
 8
 9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43

0

1

2

3

N
um

be
r o

f R
ev

er
sio

ns

1980
1982

1984
1986

1988
1990

1992
1994

1996
1998

2000
2002

2004
2006

2008

Figure 6.1 Number of CGV Reversions by Year (1980– 2008)
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Figure 6.2 Number of Polity Reversions by Year (1980– 2008)
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Transi/ons	to	and	From	Democra/c	Rule:	1980-2008	

Breakdowns	
•  Scope	

–  Mainwaring	and	Bizarro	(2018)	using	V-Dem	data:	among	91	
new	democracies	1974-2014,	34	broke	down	(37.3%)	

•  Causes	
–  Carothers	(2002)	“The	End	of	the	Transi/on	Paradigm”:	can	
structural	constraints—think	broadly	level	of	development	and	
moderniza/on	theory—be	finessed?	

–  Haggard	and	Kaufman	(2016):	not	only	level	of	development	but	
“weak	democracy	syndrome”:	low	levels	of	democracy	to	begin	
with,	praetorian	histories	and,	going	back	to	earlier	work,	crises	
(Haggard	and	Kaufman	1995)	

–  Mainwaring	and	Bizarro:	similar,	plus	”good	vs.	bad	
neighborhoods”	
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historically weak democratic institutions in most Latin American coun-
tries, widespread poverty in many, and the severe economic stresses 
facing the region in the 1980s and 1990s also augured poorly for stable 
democracy. Yet in Latin America as well as Southern Europe, the path 
to democratic survival ultimately proved smoother than in parts of the 
world later reached by the third wave. Out of the 43 democracies initi-
ated between 1974 and 1992, many located in these two regions, only 14 
(32.5 percent) had broken down by 2017. The annual breakdown rate, 
meaning the total number of breakdowns divided by the total number 
of country-years coded as electoral democracy between transition and 
2017, was almost as low for democracies that emerged during the early 
third wave as it was for those that came into being between 1849 and 
1944 (breakdowns occurred in 1.3 percent of country-years among the 
former group, compared to 1.1 percent for the latter group).

The early 1990s were a time of widespread democratic optimism, 
but many of the democracies that emerged from this period onward 
proved highly fragile and broke down. The annual breakdown rate 
among the democratic regimes initiated between 1993 and 2012 was 
3.3 percent, nearly three times higher than that for the regimes that 
became democracies between 1974 and 1992. Out of the 48 regimes in 
the former group, 20 broke down by 2017. This later segment of the 
third wave included the postcommunist and African cases, in which 
democracy usually faced less favorable initial conditions. After the 
end of the Cold War, many African countries bowed to soft Western 
pressure and liberalized, sometimes leading to the birth of weak de-
mocracies. But few of these regimes grew into solid liberal democra-

Country Transition Breakdown Country Transition Breakdown

armenia 1990 1996 Nepal 2009 2011
Bangladesh 1992 2005 Nicaragua 1990 2008
Belarus 1992 1996 Niger 2000 2009
Burkina Faso 1993 2015 Peru 1981 1992
comoros 2007 2015 Philippines 1988 2004
dominican rep. 1982 1990 russia 1992 2000
Fiji 1993 2000 serbia 2001 2017
Fiji 2002 2007 solomon is. 1978 1999
Ghana 1980 1981 sri Lanka 1995 2005
honduras 1990 2010 suriname 1976 1980
macedonia 1998 2012 Tanzania 1996 2001
madagascar 1994 2001 Tanzania 2006 2016
malawi 1995 2004 Thailand 1997 2006
maldives 2009 2014 Turkey 1988 2014
mali 1993 2012 Ukraine 1994 1998
moldova 1992 2005 Ukraine 2006 2014
montenegro 2003 2007 Zambia 1994 2014

Table 1—breakdowns

Backsliding	

•  More	ambiguous	causal	processes	
•  The	decline	of	the	coup,	including	both	military	
and	civilian/execu/ve	coups	(autogolpes,	as	in	
Peru;	Powell	and	Thyne	2014)	
–  The	nuance	of	”promissory”	coups	with	mixed	results	

•  Rather,	“execu/ve	aggrandizement”	(Bermeo	
2018)	on	the	part	of	democra/cally-elected	
governments	and	autocrats	

The	Declining	Incidence	of	Coups…		
(Powell	and	Thyne)		

7Nancy Bermeo

a dramatic decline in all coups and especially the open-ended military coups 
that gave rise to long-lasting and brutal dictatorships during the Cold War. 
As Figure 1 shows, the probability that a democracy will be targeted by any 
sort of coup has dropped dramatically. The probability reached a thirty-year 
low after 1995, and although it rose slightly as the first decade of the new 
century ended, it is still significantly less than it was during the 1960s.

The likelihood of a democratic government being the target of a suc-
cessful coup has also declined markedly, dropping to nearly zero in the 
early 2000s. Though it has recently risen slightly, the drop in the success 
rate that began during the Cold War has not been reversed.

The decline of executive coups. Alongside the decline of classic coups 
d’état there has been a decline in executive coups. These “self-coups” or 
autogolpes involve a freely elected chief executive suspending the con-
stitution outright in order to amass power in one swift sweep. Executive 
coups associated with dictatorships (such as that of Ferdinand Marcos 
[1965–86] in the Philippines) were fairly common during the Cold War 
and the decade after its end. During the 1990s, there were a full five ex-
ecutive coups—in Peru in 1992 (under Alberto Fujimori), in Armenia in 
1995 (under Levon Ter-Petrosian), in Belarus in 1995 (under Alyaksandr 
Lukashenka), in Zambia in 1996 (under Frederick Chiluba), and in Haiti 
in 1999 (under René Préval).2 Since then, happily, the number of execu-
tive coups in democracies has plummeted: Between 2000 and 2013, Niger 
was the only democracy in the world to experience an executive coup.

The decline of election-day vote fraud. Alongside the declines in 
these two types of coup-based backsliding, there has also been a re-
ported drop in blatant election-day vote fraud. Electoral malpractice as 
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FIGURE 1—COUP FREQUENCY IN DEMOCRACIES, 1950–2014

Source: Regime data are from Polity IV, supplemented with Polity IV data modified by 
Kristian Skrede Gleditsch (see endnote 6). Coup data are from Jonathan Powell and Clay-
ton Thyne’s “Coups d’état, 1950 to Present” dataset (www.uky.edu/~clthyn2/coup_data/
home.htm). A detailed explanation of the axes for this figure and how the data sources 
were used may be found at www.journalofdemocracy.org/articles/supplemental-material.

…and	Against	Democracies	in	Par/cular	
(Bermeo	2018)		
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Bermeo	on	Backsliding	
•  …when	elected	execu/ves	weaken	checks	on	execu/ve	

power	one	by	one,	undertaking	a	series	of	ins/tu/onal	
changes	that	hamper	the	power	of	opposi/on	forces	to	
challenge	execu/ve	preferences.	The	disassembling	of	
ins/tu/ons…is	done	through	legal	channels,	ohen	using	
newly	elected	cons/tu/onal	assemblies	or	referenda.	
Exis/ng	courts	or	legislatures	may	also	be	used,	in	cases	
where	supporters	of	the	execu/ve	gain	majority	control	of	
such	bodies.	Indeed,	the	defining	feature	of	execu/ve	
aggrandizement	is	that	ins/tu/onal	change	is	either	put	to	
some	sort	of	vote	or	legally	decreed	by	a	freely	elected	
official—meaning	that	the	change	can	be	framed	as	having	
resulted	from	a	democra/c	mandate.		

Backsliding	II	

•  Among	new	democracies,	wide	debate	on	causes	and	
whether	stable	
– Mainwaring	and	Bizarro	(2018)	iden/fy	“stagna/on”	as	an	
equilibrium—low-levels	of	democracy—but	that	
deteriora/on	typically	ends	in	regime	change	(ci/ng	only	
Poland	and	Ecuador)	

–  Slater	2013	on	careening,	Lust	and	Waldner	(2018);	
Bermeo	(2018),	the	V-Dem	group	(Luhrman	et.	al,	
Mechkova).		

•  The	US	and	advanced	industrial	states	debate	
–  Frum	(2017),	Levitsky	and	Ziblam	(2018),	Sunstein	(2018),	
Huq	and	Ginsberg	(2018),	Mounk	(2018),	Lawfare	

Complex	Issues	of	Measurement	
•  (Easily)	observed	outcomes—coups,	shumering	of	

legislatures—vs.	latent	variables	and	above	all	ambiguity	
•  The	three	cons/tu/ve	components	of	democracy	

–  The	integrity	of	elec/ons	(for	example	gerrymandering	and	vote	
suppression)	

–  Horizontal	checks,	independence	of	the	judiciary	and	rule	of	law	
(for	example,	weakening	independent	centers	of	exper/se	or	
delegated	authori/es	such	as	central	banks)	

–  The	protec/on	of	rights	and	liber/es,	not	only	core	rights	such	
as	speech	and	assembly	(assaults	on	integrity	of	the	press)	but	
disfavored	minori/es	(immigrants,	refugees,	LGBTQ)	

•  Incrementalism	and	“normaliza/on”	

Appendix—Valeriya Mechkova, Anna Lührmann, and Staffan I. Lindberg, “How Much Democratic 
Backsliding?” Journal of Democracy 28 (October 2017): 162–69. 
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FIGURE 4. BACKSLIDING AND ADVANCING COUNTRIES, 2006 TO 2016 
 

 
Note: The figure depicts V-Dem’s Liberal Democracy Index (LDI) ranging from 0 (not democratic) to 1 
(fully democratic). V-Dem Data Set Version 7.0.   
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Countries	with	Net	Increases	and	Declines	in	
Freedom	House	Scores	2006-2016	

Outside its borders, Russia radically accelerated its 
indiscriminate bombing campaign against population 
centers held by anti-Assad rebels in Syria, contributing 
little to the fight against IS elsewhere in the country. 
Moscow also deepened its interference in elections 
in established democracies through a strategy that 
combined support for populist and nationalist parties, 
theft and publication of the internal documents of 
mainstream parties and candidates, and the aggres-
sive dissemination of fake news and propaganda. 
Russia’s efforts to influence the Italian constitutional 
referendum and the presidential election in the Unit-
ed States represented a major leap forward in Putin’s 
bid to undermine the integrity and even change the 
outcome of democratic processes.

The American election 
The success of Donald Trump, an outsider candidate 
who challenged the mainstream forces of both major 
parties, demonstrated the continued openness and 
dynamism of the American system. It also demon-
strated that the United States is not immune to the 
kind of populist appeals that have resonated across 
the Atlantic in recent years. The campaign featured 
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11 YEARS OF DECLINE

Countries with net declines in aggregate score have outnumbered those with gains for the past 11 years.

DECLINEDIMPROVED

a series of disturbing events, stemming mainly from 
Trump’s own remarks and the actions of his support-
ers, and punctuated by Trump’s insistence, without 
evidence and even after he won, that the election 
results were marred by massive fraud.

Trump’s statements and actions during the postelec-
tion transition period suggested that he had aban-
doned or softened a number of his more contentious 
campaign promises, including mass deportations of 
immigrants, lowering the legal bar for libel suits, and 
the prosecution of his Democratic opponent, Hillary 
Clinton—something he had frequently vowed to pur-
sue during the campaign. At the same time, Trump did 
not immediately make clear the guiding principles of 
his foreign policy or his vision for America’s role in the 
world. Before the election, he belittled the country’s 
treaty alliances and was critical of the EU. He repeat-
edly praised Vladimir Putin, spoke dismissively of 
broadly accepted evidence that Russia had interfered 
in the campaign, and indicated a willingness to accept 
Russia’s occupation of Crimea.

After eight years as president, Barack Obama left 

www.freedomhouse.org

Freedom House
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Democra/c	Decline	in	the	US	

•  Where	to	look	for	comparators	given	no	
reversions	among	advanced	industrial	states?		
– The	interwar	period	(Linz	and	Stepan,	Capoccia,	
Levitsky	and	Ziblam)	

– Middle-income	countries	that	for	both	structural	
(Przeworski	et.	al.	2000)	and	poli/cal	reasons	
(“consolida/on”)	appeared	anomalous	reversions	
(Haggard	and	Kaufman	2016,	ch.	8	

Democra/c	Decline	in	the	US	
•  Using	V-Dem	data,	middle-income	countries	with	
at	least	8	years	of	“reasonable”	democracy	(>	.5)	
that	subsequently	experience	sta/s/cally-
significant	declines	
–  Currently	considering	lower	thresholds	
– Advantage	of	iden/fying	“episodes”	rather	than	
changes	over	fixed	/me	periods	

•  Bolivia,	Brazil,	Ecuador,	Macedonia,	Nicaragua,	
Poland,	Serbia,	South	Korea	

•  …but	as	with	many	others,	honing	in	on	Turkey,	
Hungary	and	Venezuela	as	anomalous	

A	Stylized	Sequence:		
“Baskets”	of	Causal	Variables	

•  Polariza/on	
– We	focus	on	mass	polariza/on,	and	can	be	socio-
economic	(inequality	generally;	trade,	technology	or	
urban-rural	related),	ethnic-tribal	(around	
immigra/on	in	US	and	Britain;	Abranjo	and	Hajnal	
2015);	or	cultural	(elite	resentment;	for	example	
Kramer	2016)…	

– …but	need	to	think	about	elite	roles	more	carefully	
(Levitsky	and	Ziblam	2018	put	more	weight	on	norms,	
elite	consensus	and	“guardrails,”	including	through	
par/es	



24/01/19	

6	

Polariza/on	

•  Effects	
– Undermines	faith	in	poli/cal	ins/tu/ons,	
contributes	to	dysfunc/on,	weakens	the	center	
and	incen/vizes	an/-system/populist	appeals	that	
demonize	opposi/ons	

– Svolik	model	(2018):	polariza/on	induces	
acquiescence	to	bad	elite	behavior	

•  Majoritarian	concep/ons	of	democracy		

The	Crucial	Role	of	Legislatures	

•  Dis/nc/ve	feature	of	backsliding:	that	
legislatures	delegate	power	to	presidents	
(Venezuela,	or	Turkey	shihing	between	the	two	
systems)	or	party	leaders	in	parliamentary	
systems	(Hungary)	
–  In	Venezuela	and	perhaps	other	cases,	the	forma/on	
of	parallel	“cons/tu/ve	assemblies”		

–  Supermajori/es	permit	cons/tu/onal	revisions	
–  Via	regular	legisla/on	
–  Via	deference	and	acquiescence	to	abuse	

Backsliding	as	Process	
•  Back	to	Bermeo:	the	hunch	that	the	process	itself	is	not	just	

an	outcome	but	exerts	causal	effect	
–  Ratchet	effects	that	ul/mately	/lt	the	electoral	playing	field	
–  The	media	and	judiciary	early	in	the	process?		
–  Law	enforcement	
–  Corrup/on,	and	building	private	sector	support	(Balint	Magyar	
on	Poland;		

–  Endgame:	undermining	integrity	of	elec/ons,	direct	amacks	on	
opposi/ons	and	civil	society	

–  Amenua/on	of	rights,	including	not	only	basic	liber/es	but	of	
marginal	groups	that	are	part	of	mobiliza/onal	strategy	
(immigrants	and	refugees,	LGBTQ,	the	Trump	ban	on	
transgender	in	the	military)		

The	US	Case	in	Brief:	Polariza/on	

•  Polariza/on:	the	US	debate	on	class,	race/
ethnicity	and	their	connec/ons	
– Even	prior	to	up/ck	in	inequality	and	effects	of	
global	financial	crisis,	the	longer	history	of	party	
realignment	on	race	going	back	to	Nixon	Southern	
strategy	(Mickey,	Levitsky	and	Ziblam	2018)	

– For	example,	class	and	status	anxie/es	triggering	
views	on	immigra/on,	even	in	districts	where	no	
contact	

– The	alt-right	goes	mainstream	
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Polariza/on	

•  Leh	populism	
– Shamering	the	Republican	(and	Democra/c)	
par/es	on	trade	

– But	ethnicity	and	immigra/on	dominant,	most	
obviously	in	current	shutdown	

•  Key	difference	with	other	cases:	not	an	
electoral	majority	nor	now	a	legisla/ve	one	

Ins/tu/ons	

•  Sources	of	Congressional	acquiescence	
–  The	primary	problem	and	the	“party	of	Trump”	
–  To	date,	acquiescence	on	conflicts	of	interest		
–  Common	interests	on	taxes	and	par/cularly	judicial	
appointments	(underappreciated;	McConnel)	

•  Congressional	pushback	(and	dysfunc/on)		
–  Failures	on	Obamacare,	spending	and	immigra/on…	
– …now	pushback	on	trade	policy	
–  The	unknown	limits	on	collusion	and	Mueller	

Ins/tu/ons	II	

•  But	highly	unlikely	that	Congress	would	cede	
power	to	execu/ve	
– And	not	only	because	of	supermajority	and	
poli/cal	constraints…	

– …but	because	of	Cons/tu/onal	hurdles	to	
amendment	and	ul/mately	norms	of	protec/ng	
preroga/ves	

– And	hopefully,	judicial	and	other	ins/tu/onal	
independence	(although	with	doubts	on	that	
score	given	appointments)	

Backsliding	
•  Surprising	level	of	judicial	pushback	on	execu/ve	
orders	and	Trump	ac/ons	

•  Nonetheless,	the	laundry	list	
–  The	assault	on	the	media	and	the	promo/on	of	cogni/ve	
polariza/on	

–  The	demoniza/on	of	immigrants—most	of	which	are	
ci/zens—blacks	(NFL	debate),	transgender	in	military	and	
the	rise	of	hate	crimes	and	decentralized	violence	

–  The	debates	about	policing	
–  Dogwhistle	poli/cs	more	generally	
–  Acquiescence	or	even	encouragement	of	vote	suppression	
and	gerrymandering	
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Conclusion:	Backsliding	
•  While	in	middle-income	countries	risk	of	outright	reversion	are	

clear	
–  Mainwaring	and	Bizarro	(2018):	is	middle-income	backsliding	stable?	

•  The	op/mis/c	school:	Trump	as	an	anomaly	and	the	theory	of	
“bounce	back”	and	resilience	

•  But	alterna/ve:	Slater’s	(2013)	“careening”	or	Carother’s	“feckless	
democracy,”	characterized	by	
–  Ongoing	polariza/on	and	party	swings	
–  More	overt	poli/ciza/on	and	delegi/ma/on	of	judiciary	
–  Cogni/ve	polariza/on	
–  Government	dysfunc/on	
–  Anomie,	decline	in	trust	in	government	and	decentralized	social	

violence	


