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1. Introduction and Theoretical Framework

András Bozóki and John T. Ishiyama

Since 1991, the communist successor parties (or those parties which were the primary successors to the former governing party in the communist regime and which inherited the preponderance of the former ruling parties resources and personnel) have undergone a considerable transformation (Bozóki 1997; Ishiyama 1995). Contrary to early expectations that the organizational successors to the communist parties would disappear into the ashcan of political history, the successor parties have proven quite durable. Indeed in most all countries in Eastern Europe and in the former Soviet Union, there is at least one active communist successor party.


The study of the development of the communist successor parties offers a unique opportunity for both comparative politics and area studies scholars alike. For both comparativists working in the area of party development, and area studies experts interested in linking studies of the post communist menage with mainstream western political science, the study of the successor parties allows for the investigation of something akin to real parties. Unlike so many parties which few organizational resources and little in the way of established social roots, the communist successor parties are not merely clubs of notables or ‘couch parties’ (where all members could fit on a single couch). They have a long political tradition and an organizational history, as well as an internal structure which sets them apart from most other political parties in the region. They are distinct organizations, and by any definition represent ‘real’ political parties. However they are parties which have suffered the strains of rapid social and political transformation associated with the democratic transition, and have had to change in order to meet these new political challenges. Thus the study of the successor parties allows comparativists to bring to bear some long standing theoretical propositions regarding party development in investigating the political impact of the democratic transformation in post communist politics as the changes occur. Indeed, the experience of the communist successor parties offers a unique opportunity of scholars to test first hand the longstanding theories on party development so painstakingly formulated based on the western historical experience. On the other hand, for area studies scholars, a focus on the communist successor parties allows for not only the opportunity to integrate the study of the area into the mainstream of political science inquiry, but to significantly alter existing theory in light of new evidence.


Of special interest, at least from the perspective of this chapter, is how the communist successor parties have adapted to these changed circumstances. Indeed the collapse of communism in Eastern Europe and the transformation of the formerly dominant communist parties provides an opportunity to further test the propositions regarding party identity change. Indeed, there has been quite a bit of variation in how the communist successor parties have adopted to the fundamentally altered political environment of the post cold war era. Some have changed their political identities and embraced markets, capitalism and democratic competition, rather than state ownership and democratic centralism. Others continue to cling to ideological purity and Marxist Leninist values.


What varies among the countries is not so much where the communist successor parties have survived, but how they have survived. The primary purpose of this chapter is to provide a theoretical framework by which we might be able to identify the various adaptation strategies of the communist successor parties and to investigate the causes and the extent to which these strategies have changed over time. To do this, we first outline a typology of different adaptation strategies. Second, we develop a theoretical framework by which to explain party change, a framework derived from much of the existing literature on party development.

Characterizing the Communist Successor Parties’ Adaptation Strategies
There has been a considerable amount of literature that has already examined the development of the communist successor parties since 1991. However, most of the literature thus far has focused on why these parties made a political comeback in the 1990’s rather than on how these parties adapted and changed in the face of new political circumstances (Orenstein 1998; Ishiyama 1997). Several explanations have been put forward as to why the communist successor parties were able to successfully return to the political scene (Ágh 1995; Waller, 1995; Evans and Whitefield 1995; Zubek 1994). These include the argument that the characteristics of the previous authoritarian regime are crucial in explaining the return of the successor parties, as well as the degree of competition the successor party faces from other left wing parties (Ishiyama 1997; Kitschelt 1995; Orttung 1995; Ágh 1995; Waller 1995). Further some scholars have argued that the existence of lingering social constituencies (such as the elderly) facilitate the political success of the formerly dominant communist parties. In addition, some have pointed to the existence of issues upon which the successor parties can capitalize that affect whether they are politically successful (Waller 1995).


Yet despite the attention paid to explaining the success (or lack thereof) of the successor parties, relatively little work has been done on identifying the factors which might affect the extent to which the communist successor parties alter their political identities. Even among those few works which have dealt with the identity change of the communist successor parties, most all have examined early ‘adaptation’ strategies when confronted with the first competitive elections as opposed to later changes (Ishiyama and Shafqat 2000; Oates 1999; Ziblatt 1998). Further, these studies examined the identity change during the period where the successor parties were reasserting themselves (from 1992–1996) not during their period of relative decline (1996–2000).


To examine the adaptation strategies exhibited by the successor parties following the second generation elections, we begin with the work of Daniel Ziblatt, especially his study of the successor parties in the former East Germany (the Party of Democratic Socialism-PDS) and in Hungary (the Hungarian Socialist Party) (Ziblatt 1998). Arguing against the heretofore fairly common tendency to equate ‘successful adaptation’ with the ‘social democratization’ of the successor parties, Ziblatt argues that there were at least two strategies available, both which could prove politically successful: the strategy of leftist-retreat, which involves the successor party embracing its Marxist traditions (rejecting the free-market), repudiating western influence, and adopting the status of an ‘anti-system’ opposition party. This pattern was exemplified by by both the PDS in Germany and the KSCM in the Czech Republic, which, as Anna Gryzmala Busse points out, continues to attack “bourgeois democracy” and “capitalist exploitation”(Gryzmala-Busse 1999). On the other hand in Hungary and in Poland, by contrast, the leadership of the parties, aside from marginal leftist factions, has followed a strategy of pragmatic-reform, attempting to distance itself from ‘dogmatic Marxism’ and redefining the party as a ‘European’ social democratic party of ‘experts,’ technocrats,’ and ‘pragmatists.’ Between these two poles we are intermediate positions such as those taken up by the Bulgarian Socialist Party (BSP) and the Socialist Party of Albania (SPA), whose leaderships have professed the ‘social democratization’ of their respective parties, but have had to rely heavily on political nostalgia to mobilize electoral support (which has also been the case for most all of the successor parties in the former Soviet Union) (Ishiyama 1997; 1996).


In addition to these two strategies a third can be identified: the national-patriotic strategy, which is common to states in the Balkans and the former Soviet Union (Ishiyama 1998a). This strategy, like the ‘leftist retreat’ strategy is characterized by the continued embrace of Marxist-Leninist traditions (rejecting the free-market). However, unlike the ‘leftist retreat’ strategy, this strategy does not wholly embrace the Marxist-Leninist legacy. Thus for instance for the Communist Party of the Russian Federation (KPRF) a central part of the party’s program (as noted by Barbara Chotiner) is the critical re-evaluation of the past (Chotiner 1999). In particular the party’s program distinguishes between opportunists within the party who corrupted the ‘teachings’ of Marxism-Leninism, and the party of Soviet ‘patriots.’ The current leadership of the Russian government are the intellectual heirs of this ‘party of opportunists’—the party of Trotsky, Beriya, Gorbachev and Yeltsin who have historically plundered Russia. The KPRF, on the other hand identifies itself with the ‘patriotic’ elements within the old CPSU—the party of Soviet heroes, the cosmonaut Yurii Gagarin, Marshal Georgii Zhukov, and author Mikhail Sholokhov. Further the party claims that socialism is wholly compatible with the primordial collectivist sentiments of the Russian people, and the promotion of socialism necessarily involves the defense of Russian culture and traditions.


On the other hand, the national patriotic strategy, unlike the pragmatic-reform strategy, although critical of ‘Marxist Leninist’ dogma does not involve the attempt to redefine the party as a ‘European’ social democratic party made up of ‘experts’ (Ishiyama 1998b). Although there is pressure to alter the image of the party, the party leadership does not embrace social democratic principles and capitalism. Rather, this strategy seeks to associate the party with nationalism, a modern ideological alternative to communism but which in Eastern Europe was also historically anti-capitalist and anti-west (Szporluk 1988; Gerschenkron 1979). This strategy often involves the formation of ‘red-brown’ coalitions or so-called ‘national patriotic’ or ‘fatherland fronts’ which have emerged in countries like Russia and Romania.


Thus far the ‘strategies’ identified have tended to treat adaptation in ‘linear’ fashion, either moving progressively toward ‘social democracy’ or retreating ‘backwards’ toward communism. This of course assumes that the parties either became moderate leftist, or far leftist. (whatever left or right means in the post communist context). But clearly there have been parties which have embraced nationalism and patriotism as their legitimizing ideology, and have sought to break with the past. Thus we might also distinguish between the parties along two separate dimensions, one which represents the parties movement from communism to social democracy, and the other representing the party’s movement from internationalism to nationalism Therefore, we propose two dimensions in categorizing the adaptation strategies of the communist successor parties, distinguishing between reformed parties on the one hand and non reformed parties on one dimension, and, what we would call, transmuted versus non transmuted parties on the other. The first dimension refers to whether the party transformed itself into what Ziblatt would call a ‘pragmatic reform party’ or clung to an orthodox communist identity. The second dimension refers to whether the parties transmuted themselves made a (sometimes indecisive and ambivalent) break with their leftist traditions and managed a rightist/nationalist turn in order to cope with the political changes in their country. The following table highlights the differences between these models.

<<PLACE TABLE 1.1 NEAR HERE>>

To sum up and elaborate a bit more the definitions we sketched above, by reformed, we mean a former communist party which abandoned its communist ideology and moved towards a politically more moderate leftist position. These parties turned away from the revolutionary tenets of Marxism and/or the orthodox methods of (post)Stalinism. Reformed socialists generally accept Western liberal democracy even if they sometimes criticize its practice. By “transmutation” on the other hand, we mean a former communist party, which moved away from the Left and adopted some or more culturally right-wing, nationalistic, or anti-West elements in its ideology. In this situation, these parties move away from the non-democratic Left towards the non-democratic Right. If reform and transmutation are parallel processes the identity of the former communist party will remain mixed or unclear.


To locate the communist successor parties along the above two continua, the following table categorizes particular cases. Since reality is more complex than the abstract, heuristic model, we have left room for less clear, transitory, “in-between cases” as well.

<<PLACE TABLE 1.2 NEAR HERE>>

Non-reformed parties represent the ideologically or practically systemic opposition to democracy. If they are not transmuted they tend to cling to Marxism-Leninism as their justifying ideology. An example of such a party is the Communist Party of Bohemia and Moravia in the Czech Republic, and to some extent the Party of Democratic Socialism in Germany (Grzymala-Busse 1999; Phillips 1994; Thompson 1996; Patton 1998). If they are non-renewed but transmuted, they behave like semi- or anti-democrats, combining communist methods of power practices with nationalist ideology. A very good example of this kind of adaptation strategy is represented by the national communist line of the Communist Party of the Russian Federation (KPRF). Partly reformed/renewed communist parties are on the verge of accepting the basic tenants of democracy. If they are partly renewed but non-transmuted, they do accept it in their behavior but present themselves as protest parties (like the German PDS) to the regime. If they are both partly renewed/reformed and partly transmuted, they might present themselves democrats in theory, but they can sometime abuse democratic norms in practice (such as the BSP in Bulgaria) (Murer 1999). Fully reformed/renewed parties stay completely within the democratic game (such as the Hungary Socialists of the Democratic Left Alliance[SLD] in Poland). In that case if they are non-transmuted parties, they are social democrats; in case of their partial or full transmutation they adopt nationalist or populist politics (as with the Romanian PDSR).

What Affects Party Identity Change?

The above typology should not be taken to suggest that once the parties adopt an adaptation strategy, this strategy remains fixed over time. Indeed, it is likely that, especially since the ‘second generation’ elections (or those in which the successor parties faced either significant challenges form opponents or were thrown out of office altogether), there have been great incentives for the parties to alter their political strategies. To what extent have the successor parties altered their ‘adaptation’ strategies over time? And what factors might have caused these parties to change strategies over time.


In the literature on party identity change two sets of factors are most often cited as affecting changes in party identity. First as Kenneth Janda (1990), Janda, Robert Harmel, Christine Edens and Patricia Goff (1995) and Harmel and Janda (1994), argue, change occurs as the result of environmental influences. Parties are assumed to be conservative organizations that are unlikely to change unless forced. As Harmel and Janda (1994, p.261) put it, “party change does not ‘just happen’.” Thus, party change is viewed as a rational and purposeful move by the party, in response to specific stimuli. Janda proposed a ‘performance theory’ of party change in which he argued that poor electoral performance is necessary for any party change (Janda 1990). Harmel and Janda later modified performance theory, and argued that major change will always be precipitated by poor electoral performance (Harmel and Janda 1994).


Janda et al. (1995) tested the hypothesis that parties will change only if they do poorly in elections. The authors defined five different kinds of elections as perceived by the party’s activists: calamitous, disappointing, tolerable, gratifying and triumphal. They found that generally calamitous or disappointing elections were associated with the greatest degree of change in the themes the party emphasized, indicating that parties try to change their identities when voters reject the policy face they had presented in the previous election. This would suggest that a party’s electoral performance should correlate with the degree of change in the party’s basic platform.


However, other scholars have noted that other external challenges short of electoral defeat, such as the existence of competition from ideologically similar political alternatives to the party can cause parties to change their identity (Cox 1987). Positive political theorists working on spatial models of electoral competition, have noted that in a multi-party system the presence of several parties may exert a ‘squeezing out’ effect on political parties, compelling individual parties to ‘jump out’ from the ‘pack’ and present a different face to the electorate so the electorate can distinguish them from other ideologically similar parties. This squeezing effect depends to a large extent on the electoral law and the structures of the political system. When there are incentives present to broaden the party’s appeal (such as under a plurality electoral rule) there is often a ‘crowding’ effect which squeezes out smaller or weaker competitors compelling them to adopt extremist positions in order to differentiate themselves from other competitors.


On the other hand, some scholars have suggested that the more external challenges a political organization faces, the more likely the followers of that organization will seek to reaffirm its ideological purity (Stewart 1991). As the party faces greater external challenges there is greater pressure to reaffirm the movement’s identity, because as Richard Gregg (1971, p. 74) argues there is a need for followers for ‘psychological’ refurbishing and ‘affirmation.’ This usually involves a greater attempt to identify the members of the movement as being different from others. This is a way, as Gregg (1971, p. 76) notes, to establish selfhood by ‘identifying against another’ establishing one’s identity through contrast. Thus, the greater the external competition, the more likely the party will seek to maintain its ideological roots.


The above approach, which emphasizes external stimuli in effecting party change, tends to assume that parties are merely reactive organizations as opposed to ‘creative’ organizations. However it is quite possible that what parties perceive as a ‘win’ or a ‘loss’ depends heavily on the composition of the party. Thus, a second approach to party change focuses more on what happens as result of internal features of the party (Harmel and Janda 1994). In particular John Ishiyama and Matthew Velten (1998) suggested that the ability of parties to change in post communist politics, is to a large extent dependent upon whether ‘hardliners’ in the party act as a brake on reforming the party’s image and hence its ability to adapt to new political circumstances.


As a starting point to illustrate the impact of organizational features of the party on the way it adapts, we might begin with two ideal types of political party organization: the cadre and mass parties. Both were historical types which do not currently exist in their ‘pure’ form, nor, as Paul Lewis (1996) notes, are they likely to emerge in Eastern Europe and the countries of the former Soviet Union. However, they do represent useful starting points. The ‘cadre’ or ‘elite’ parties of the 19th century were basically ‘committees of people who jointly constituted state and civil society’ (Katz and Mair 1995, p. 9). Parties then, were merely ‘groups of men’ pursing the public interest, with little need for formal or highly structured organizations or large formal membership. The parliamentary component or the party in office dominated, and the resources required for election often involved local connections and personal political notability. On the other hand, the mass party, unlike the cadre party, was characterized by a large, active membership. This is because the mass party arose ‘primarily among the newly activated and often disenfranchised elements of civil society’ (Katz and Mair 1995, p. 10). Whereas the old cadre party had relied on the quality of supporters (personal attributes) the mass party relied on the quantity of supporters, attempting to make up in membership what it lacked in terms of individual patronage. Thus, mass parties were characterized by several features, of which the most notable were the reliance on large memberships and ideological homogeneity which linked leaders with rank and file members (Neumann 1956). Thus, mass parties were more likely to have organizational brakes which hindered the ability of party elites to alter the party’s identity vis-a-vis a changing political environment.


In the post communist context, the organizational ‘beginning-points’ are crucial in understanding how the successor parties evolved. Where did these organizational beginning points come from? As has been argued by several scholars, the organizational beginning points of the party are largely a function of both the legacies of the past communist regime, and the dynamics of the transition period itself.


For instance, a direct connection has been drawn between past regime type and the performance of the successor parties. Attila Ágh (1995, pp. 492–493) for instance, in his detailed study of the evolution of the Hungarian Socialist Party (Magyar Szocialista Párt-MSzP) has noted that the key variable explaining the party’s resurgence in 1994 was the historical legacy of the Hungarian communist regime, particularly via the existence of a ‘large reform intelligentsia and also (a) mass reform movement . . . a characteristic product of the special Hungarian developments, originating from the most liberal version of state socialism’ [italics in original]. Although Ágh emphasized the exceptionalism of the Hungarian case, his insights have broader implications for the study of the development of other successor parties and their ability to adapt to new circumstances.


The principal contours of the argument underline the effects of the nature of the previous regime. In the Hungarian case the communist regime was more liberal and internally pluralist, which produced a reform leadership which ultimately took control of the party. Consequently this party leadership was able to assimilate the finer points of democratic competition and to recruit talented middle level leaders and candidates who organized a party which could win a competitive election. This would suggest a general link between the degree of ‘liberalness’ of the previous regime and the communist successor party’s political fortunes; i.e., that successor parties which grew out of regimes which had a tradition of internal contestation, interest articulation and bureaucratic institutionalization would be better equipped to adapt to the new competitive conditions of the post-communist era and hence more successful than those which grew out of less liberal regimes.


However, Herbert Kitschelt (1995) suggests that the more repressive and less open the previous communist system, the more successful are the successor parties who follow in the wake of such a regime. This is because repressive communist regimes were ‘able to entrench’ themselves, and thus effectively preclude the emergence of the ‘challenge of an independent structure of intellectuals or middle-class professionals’ (Kitschelt 1995, p. 455). This implies that a successor party emerging from such a regime would be more successful in ‘adapting’ to new competitive conditions, not because of the party’s ability to adapt, but because its opponents are initially only weak and disorganized.


Another approach contends that, at least in the initial period of democratic consolidation, the political success of the communist successor parties will depend on what happened during the transition process. In particular the degree to which the communist successor parties are able to adapt depends on whether the leadership was comprised primarily of political pragmatists at the moment of the transition, who were willing to dump the ideological baggage of the past and present the party as a credible alternative. Thus ‘who wins’ in the internal struggle between reformers and more conservative elements crucially affects the organizational development and political success of the successor party. Further as other scholars note the dynamic of the transition affects the characteristics of the successor party as an organization. In countries where an extended period of bargaining and compromise took place, it was more likely that a trained cadre of politicians within the successor parties were produced, politicians who had learned how to play according to the rules of democratic competition and electoral politics, thus raising the probability that they would create parties which were designed to achieve electoral success (Welsh 1994).

Toward Explaining the Transformation of the Successor Parties.
Thus the evolution of the adaptation strategies of the successor parties can be seen both as the product of the interaction between political performance, on the one hand, and the internal organizational characteristics of the successor parties, on the other. This would suggest that any discussion of the evolution and development of the successor parties must consider the following three sets of questions (although of course, not exclusively):

<<BEGIN NUMB LIST>>

1. To what extent did the legacy of the communist past impact on the adaptation strategies adopted by the successor parties? Did relatively more ‘open’ communist regimes give ‘birth’ to successor parties that were more apt to adopted a ‘reformist’ strategy, as opposed to more repressive regimes? Did the legacy of the past impact upon the kind of competition the successor parties faced, which in turn affected the performance of the successor parties?

2. To what extent did the dynamics of the transition process impact upon the composition of the successor parties, and how did this in turn affect the kind of adaptation strategy that was adopted?

3. To what extent did the electoral performance of parties affect the choice of adaptation strategy and subsequent changes (if any) in strategy? Did poor electoral performance result in changes to fundamentally alter the ‘public face’ of the party, or did poor electoral performance embolden the ‘hardliners’ within the party?

<<END NUMB LIST>>

The following chapters in this book generally address each of these questions. The authors of the following individual chapters assess, in whole or in part, the effects of legacies, transition processes, and political competition on the development of the identities of the communist successor parties in the 1990’s. The book’s organizing principle seeks to combine the best features of a volume which treats individual cases in individual chapters with a volume that offers a comparative perspective. The advantage of the former approach is the in depth coverage of often idiosyncratic factors which affect the development of political parties, factors too often overlooked in broader comparative works. On the other hand, the comparative approach allows for the generation of generalizable lessons so crucial in the development of comparative theory in political science. Thus this book is divided into three major sections. In the first section (including this chapter) general principles regarding party development are laid out, particularly the effects of past legacies on both the internal development of the successor parties and the political environment currently faced by them. In the second section, individual cases are investigated, particularly the early evolution of the successor parties after the transition, and the initial strategies adopted by these parties. In the third section, the authors engage in sets of comparisons across many of the cases investigated in the previous section, with an eye on producing generalizable lessons regarding the factors affecting the adaptation strategies of the successor parties in latter part of the decade (especially after the ‘second generation’ elections). Based on these comparisons within chapters, in the concluding chapter we will be in a position to identify the most important and common factors which affect both the development of (and change in) communist successor party adaptation strategies.

Like most edited volumes, there are a wide variety of themes explored in each of the contributing chapters, beyond the framework articulated in this chapter. Nonetheless, despite an almost bewildering array of potentially relevant factors in explaining the evolution of the communist successor parties, we attempt to tie the various themes together in the concluding chapter. Although a daunting task, it is a truly a necessary one. Indeed, only through such efforts, can we begin to understand the process of party transformation in post communist politics, and seriously discuss the applicability of theories of party development to post communist politics.

Notes
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