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ESSAYS



The impact of closed and flexible candidate
lists on the representation of the Chamber of
Deputies of the Parliament of the Czech Republic

PETR DVORAK

§ sciendo

Politics in Central Europe (ISSN 1801-3422)
Vol. 19, No. 2
DOI: 10.2478/pce-2023-0009

Abstract: This article addresses the impact of closed and flexible candidate lists on
the representativeness of the lower house of the Czech Parliament from 1996 to 2021.
Specifically, the paper explores representativeness according to gender, profession, resi-
dence, education, age and political experience. The effectiveness of preferential votes
has manifested only since the electoral reform in 2010, mainly in the representativeness
of women. Other monitored variables had a more pronounced influence, mainly in 2010
and 2013, when various citizen initiatives called for a change in the existing political
set, and the new political parties disrupted the party system. Or when the voters of the
PirStan coalition preferred the candidates of the STAN at the expense of the candidates
of the Pirates in 2021.

Keywords: closed candidate list, flexible candidate list, the Czech Republic, Per-
sonalization

I. Introduction

The voters in democratic countries choose their representatives through elec-
tions. How much the voters influence the election of their representatives mainly
depends on the setting of the electoral system, which can be divided in its most

1  This publication was written at Masaryk University with the support of the Specific University Research
Grant provided by the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports of the Czech Republic. The author would
like to thank anonymous referees for their useful comments.
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basic form into majority, proportional or mixed, and on the other hand by the
setting of candidate lists. From the point of view of candidate lists, we can talk
about closed candidate lists, where voters do not have the opportunity to influ-
ence the order on the candidate list. Furthermore, this are flexible candidate
lists, where the voter can grant several preferential votes and thereby show his
initiative in selecting candidates. The last type is open candidate lists, where vot-
ers choose from a list of candidates between candidates arranged alphabetically.
In the presented text, I focus on the proportional electoral system with flexible
candidate lists used in elections to the Chamber of Deputies of the Parliament
of the Czech Republic. I focus on the impact of closed and flexible candidate
lists on the representativeness of the lower house of the Czech Parliament from
1996 to 2021. Within this comparison, I can determine the benefit of preferential
voting for the represented interests (with regard to political representation)
such as gender, residence, education, occupation or age (Atkeson 2003; Caul
1999; Dovi 2010; Goodin 2004; Krook - O’Brien 2010; Mansbridge 1999; Phil-
lips 1998; Piktin 1972; Sapiro 1981; Squires 1996; Williams 1998; Young 1990).

The recent research analyses (see below) the characteristics that lead to
greater preferential votes. However, it deals only to a limited extent (Kneblova
2010, 2014) with elected deputies who won a mandate thanks to preferential
votes and their influence on the representativeness of the Chamber of Deputies.
So, it is still unclear what characteristics (gender, education, age, place of resi-
dence, occupation) are typical for candidates who obtained enough preferential
votes to get a parliamentary mandate. But why should this type of research be
important? The reason is twofold. First, this is a missing part of the mosaic
of previous research connected with preferential votes in the elections to the
Chamber of Deputies. Additionally, the MP’s performance (speech, interpella-
tion and voting) is influenced by his age, gender, education, profession and by
previous political experience mainly connected with the parliamentary mandate
(Balik et al. 2019). It is, therefore, essential to determine which candidates
obtain a mandate through preferential voting, as this fact directly affects the
composition of the Chamber of Deputies and its activities.

In the same way, the selection of individual candidates can be linked to a po-
tential increase in the representativeness (gender, profession, residence, educa-
tion, age and political experience) of the Chamber of Deputies, as those elected
receive the most preferential votes, and their voters can feel better represented.
The concept of descriptive representation is closely related to this, described in
more detail by Hana Pitkin (1972). Simply put, it is the representation of persons
by representatives who resemble them in personal characteristics.

I examine these questions by comparing the composition of the Chamber
of Deputies regarding the current situation where voters can use a few prefer-
ential votes in the situation where voters do not have this option. How would
the composition of the Chamber of Deputies differ? Would more people with
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a specific gender, place of residence or profession be elected? Does the possibil-
ity of granting preferential votes guarantee the representation of marginalised
groups in society or persons with typical characteristics? The research presented
contributes to the understanding of the influence of preferential votes on the
composition of the representative body.

Il. Theoretical background - personalisation of the electoral
system

The authors Rahat and Shefaer (2007) make a distinction between institutional,
media and behavioural types of political personalisation. To the initial trigger
changes in institutional settings, mass media subsequently respond by giving
more space and emphasis to individuals over parties. Subsequently, politicians
change their behaviour and emphasise their person over the political party (see
Rahat and Shefaer 2007). In this work, I deal more closely with the institutional
setting, specifically the formal rules (closed/open candidate lists, rules for
recounting votes, the number of preferential votes, the size of districts, etc.?)
associated with preferential votes (Brduninger 2013). The personalisation of the
electoral system is mainly related to the openness of candidate lists and the size
of districts (Carey — Shugart 1995), possibly the ratio of the number of candi-
dates fielded to the number of seats a party is likely to win (Crisp et al. 2007).
Personalisation is associated with the situation where the election campaign is
between individual parties but also between candidates of one political party.
Personalisation is also associated with a greater emphasis on individuals than
on the party itself and other institutions and local than national interests (e.g.,
Karvonen 2010; Pedersen and Rahat 2021). In addition, candidates try to build
their reputation for their election at the expense of their fellow party members
and the party (Carey - Shugart 1995).

However, a greater emphasis on persons may not mean extreme intra-party
competition, as candidates may come from different areas or emphasise shared
characteristics/interests (Cheibub and Sin, 2020). Alternatively, the party can
prevent this rivalry between candidates through its capital or strategy when
compiling candidate lists (Crisp et al. 2013, Cheibub and Sin 2020). Parties
also try to use the familiarity, local political experience or birthplace of spe-
cific candidates who can attract fickle voters (Crisp et al. 2013; Shugart et al.
2005), which can cause a greater individualism towards the party in Parliament
(Cantor - Herrnson 1997; Sieberer 2010; Tavits 2009, 2010; Kam 2009; Heidar
2006). In the Czech Republic, the preferentially elected MPs support the party
line (Smrek 2023), and parties demand responsibility towards the party from
their MPs under the threat of not including the MPs in elective positions (Ddu-

2 Carey and Shugart (1995) mention ballot control, vote pooling, types of votes and district magnitude.
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bler et al. 2018). The parties have also used the ministers to maximise electoral
gains in a specific constituency (Dvorak - Pink 2022). The leaders also got
the most preferential votes in place of their residence in 2006 (Voda - Pink).
Research also looks at the nomination process of political parties and the influ-
ence of preferential votes from past elections. These votes can push a candidate
up to a better position (André et al. 2017) but still not to the realistic position
(guaranteeing election) of the candidate list (Put et al. 2021).

In the same way, when choosing candidates voters can rely on the heuristics
of individual candidates such as name, titles, sex, age, residence, political af-
filiation and profession or acquaintance of the candidate (Dodeigne and Pilet
2021, Lebeda 2009; Voda 2012). The research also focused on the number of
preferential votes for women and minorities (Erzeel - Caluwaerts 2015; Fulton
2014; Holli - Wass 2010; Negri 2018; Marien et al. 2017; Peskowitz 2019). In the
Czech Republic, women received more preferential votes in elections than men
(Haase-Formankova et al. 2022). The main reason for the insufficient representa-
tion of women in the Chamber of Deputies of the Czech Republic is party factors
(position on the list of candidates), the number of preferential votes and the too-
-high threshold for moving a female candidate through the candidate list (ibid.).

Voters can also vote according to the so-called ‘donkey vote’ and give prefer-
ential votes to the first or last candidates (Brockington 2003; King and Leight
2009; Reynolds - Steenbergen 2006). The first is the effect of satisfaction when
the voter judges the candidate according to whether he meets his requirements.
As the number of candidates increases, the voter is more willing to support the
candidates in the leading positions (primacy effect). The second is the recency
effect, where the voter judges the candidates based on whether they can be as-
sociated with something the voter does not require from the candidate. However,
as the number of candidates increases, the voter becomes more benevolent and
is more likely to choose candidates at the bottom of the candidate list (Miller —
Krosnick 1998).

In the example of Slovakia, with an increasing number of persons on the
candidate list, the primacy effect becomes more pronounced so that the first
candidate will receive more preferential votes in a larger constituency than in
a small one. Conversely, the recency effect is more noticeable in smaller constitu-
encies, as voters tend to go through the entire list of candidates (Spa¢ 2016).
Dodeigne and Pilet (2021) also talk about the elitisation of intra-party electoral
competition when 5-10 candidates (defenders of the mandate, party chairman
or minister) receive the majority of preferential votes on the candidate list.

lll. What affects the impact of preferential votes?

The first parameter is the number of preferential votes. Simplistically, the more
votes a voter has, the more noticeable the impact of preferential votes. At the

186 The impact of closed and flexible candidate lists... Petr Dvorak



same time, the voluntariness of granting preferential votes and the fact whether
the voter must use all or only a part of the possible preferential votes are essen-
tial (Spac 2011). The second factor, the size of the constituency, is linked to the
number of candidates on the candidate list. As the number of candidates on the
candidate list increases, the possibility that the order of candidates determined
by the party will change decreases. This is due to the fact that preferential votes
are divided among more candidates (Lebeda 2004; Spac¢ 2011). The same conclu-
sion was reached by Eva Kneblova (2010, 2014) when she found that the average
number of preferential votes for individual candidates depended on the size of
the constituency. The smaller the constituency (number of mandates), the more
preferential votes the candidates receive. The third parameter is a threshold
allowing a shift on the candidate list, expressed for all candidates by a specific
number or share of votes, or a threshold defined between the candidate and
the party. The principle of obtaining a percentage of the votes obtained by the
nominating party or the quota is most often used. However, with the increase
of this clause, the candidate’s chance to move to higher positions guaranteeing
election worsens (Spac 2011). Eva Kneblova (2010, 2014) also mentions that
with the smaller parties (gaining 1-2 mandates), preferential votes had a more
substantial influence on the election of a specific person than for large parties,
which gained a significantly higher number of mandates. In non-parliamentary
parties, voters used preferential votes less often than in parliamentary parties
(Kneblova 2010, 2014).

Merging parties into coalitions also increases the number of preferential
votes because the candidates of coalition parties compete for mandates as part
of the intra-coalition competition (Haase-Formankova et al. 2022; Marsh 1985;
Millard - Popescu 2004; Spa¢ 2011; Vartazaryan and Skultéty 2022; Voda 2012;
Wildgen 1985). This argument confirms the most recent work on the influence of
preferential votes within the SPOLU and PIRSTAN electoral coalitions (Hruska -
Balik 2022). Within the SPOLU coalition, the most fundamental factor for win-
ning preferential votes was the different characteristics of the member basis of
the coalition parties or individual characteristics (candidate familiarity). For
the PirStan coalition, the candidate’s characteristics, the candidate’s occupation
(mayor) and the size of the party, measured by party support, played a role. Vot-
ers also preferred the candidates of the STAN movement in the first four places
of the candidate list in most constituencies (except Prague and the Usti Region).

Petr Voda (2010, 2014) used regression analysis to determine important
factors influencing support for individual candidates. Specifically, the number
of preferential votes for the candidate was influenced by the ordinal number.
That is, when the candidate’s support decreased as the ordinal number in-
creased, until the last four places, where this support was remained high. For
most parties, it was also evident that a candidate with a higher education and
defending a mandate receives a higher share of preferential votes. For other
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characteristics, such as age, gender, place of residence or occupation, it was not
possible to determine a uniform trend across all political parties (Voda 2010,
2014). Haase-Formankova et al. (2022) confirmed that candidates defending the
mandate, the higher educated (docents and professors), and women obtained
more preferential votes. Candidates over 70 got fewer preferential votes.

Leaders of candidate lists and persons in leading positions also receive the
mostvotes (Haase-Formankova et al. 2022; Spac 2011). The year 2010 was differ-
ent from the previous elections. In this year, more people were elected from the
last four places on the candidate list, which could be related to citizen initiatives
calling for a change in the current political set (Kneblova 2010). According to
Kneblova, the possible influence of citizen initiatives is unclear (2014). On the
other hand, candidates who signed up for the Reconstruction of States initiative
in 2013 achieved approximately twice the number of preferential votes than
those candidates who did not sign up for the initiative (Voda 2012).

The preferential voting in elections to the Chamber of Deputies
1996-2021

Research in the Czech Republic focuses on the use and impact of preferential
votes at all levels, whether municipal (Kopfiva 2012; Lebeda 2009; Sedo 2009),
regional (Voda 2012), or in elections to the Chamber of Deputies (André et al.
2017; Haase-Formankova et al. 2022; Balik — Hruska 2022; Kneblova, 2010,
2014; Kudrna 2010; Kylousek 2006; Morkes 2007; Smrek 2023; Spac¢ 2011;
Vartazaryan and Skultéty 2022; Voda 2010, 2013; Voda - Pink 2009). Changes
in the electoral system? in the elections to the Chamber of Deputies are summa-
rised in Table 1. However, the modification of the closing clause for coalitions
also appears to be significant. The two-member coalitions had to achieve at least
7%, three-member coalitions 9% and four or more members 11% of the total
number of votes in 1992. The legislative amendment from 2002 set the closing
clause at 10% for two-member coalitions, 15% for three-member coalitions
and 20% for four or more member coalitions. This legal amendment reduced
the willingness of political parties to join coalitions, which could also affect
the very use of preferential votes. The most recent legislation amendment from
2021 reduced this clause to 8% for two-member coalitions and 11% for three
or more member coalitions (CZSO). More favourable conditions immediately
manifested when two coalitions, SPOLU (ODS, KDU-CSL and TOP 09) and
PirStan, were created in 2021.

3 It was found that ‘moderate increases in list flexibility lead to more preference voting, whereas strong
increases cause a drop’ (Daubler 2020).
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Table 1: Preferential Voting in Czech Electoral Law

Election years

Threshold for PV

Preferential votes per voter

Constituencies

Ballot

1996-1998 10% 4 8
2002-2006 7% 2

14
2010-2021 5% 4

Flexible-party
list

Source: Vartazaryan and Skultéty 2022

Peter Spac (2011) considers the electoral rules from 2010 as the most effective
for using preferential votes and electoral rules from 2002 and 2006 as the least
effective. Jan Kudrna (2010) agreed with this when he called the 7% threshold
for preferential votes so strict that it degraded preferential voting. Other authors
also mention preferential votes’ limited influence (Outly, 2003; Outly - Prouza,
2013). In the case of the latest legislation, which is more favourable to coalitions,
we can assume a further increase in the effectiveness of using preferential votes.
However, it depends on the political parties’ willingness to create coalitions.

IV. Methodology and hypotheses

Based on data from the Volby.cz server, I determined the list of deputies who
formed the Chamber of Deputies immediately after the elections from 1996
to 2021 (eight elections), both from the point of view of closed and flexible
candidate lists. I analyse the composition of the Chamber of Deputies based on
variables such as gender, occupation, place of residence, age, education, party
affiliation, defense of mandate and previous political experience. I obtained data
(gender, occupation, place of residence, age, education) about candidates and
respectively in the elections to the Chamber of Deputies from 1996 to 2021 from
the server Volby.cz or the website of the Chamber of Deputies of the Parliament
of the Czech Republic (CHDPCZ). I drew information related to the political
experience of MPs from municipal, regional, senate, European or Czechoslovak
elections (volby.cz), or the list of government members (vlada.cz). I determine
the impact of closed candidate lists (N) as the difference between the current
state (flexible candidate list (A)) and closed candidate lists (B). N = A - B. This
calculation was applied to all investigated variables.

The number of women in the Chamber of Deputies has gradually increased
since 1996, but it is still impossible to say that the individual gender is equally
represented (Balik et al. 2019; Kouba et al. 2013; Rakusanova 2006). It is, there-
fore, necessary to find out whether preferential voting influences the increasing
number of women, as claimed by Haase-Formankova et al. (2022). It is also es-
sential to find out whether a higher number of preferential votes for more edu-
cated (docent, professor) and younger candidates (under 70) guarantees their
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higher representation in the Chamber of Deputies (Haase-Formankova et al.
2022; Lebeda 2007; Voda 2010, 2014).

Regarding residence, voters identify best with a candidate living in the same
area (Campbell-Cowley 2014; Cutler 2002; Key 1949). Voda and Pink (2009)
found that the party leaders gain the most support near their residences. In
contrast, leaders who run as candidates outside their region gain support across
the entire region (constituency). Thus, a highly ‘popular’ person within a city or
a municipality has a greater chance of succeeding and being elected, thanks to
preferential votes. It is the place of residence that is important from the point
of view of the potential influence of the elected member of Parliament on the
development of their residence, whether in legislation or the so-called portion-
ing of the bear (e.g., Grossman - Helpman 2005; Latner - McGann 2005; Hana
2013).Ialso assume that the number of deputies with residence in Prague will
decrease over time; on the contrary, the number of deputies from district towns
or smaller municipalities will increase, as evidenced by Mikesova and Kostelecky
(2016) or in the example of government members by Dvorak et al. (2021). On
the other hand, in the case of a strong position in the regional capital, a smaller
number of places on the list of candidates, or a weak position of district and
local cells of political parties, candidates from the capital of the region, i.e. the
constituency, may be promoted to the top places on the list of candidates (Put
2016), which would subsequently lead to an increase in the number of deputies
from regional towns in the case of candidate lists.

Within the profession of individual candidates, there is an evident predomi-
nance of people who make a living from politics, that is, people for whom poli-
tics has become the primary source of livelihood (Balik et al. 2019; Polakova -
Kostelecky 2016). Because in the Czech Republic (Bernard - Cermak 2021; Hajek
2016, 2017; RySavy 2016) and other countries (Navaro 2009; Sandberg, 2013)
politicians choose a gradual path in their political paths (from the municipal,
through the regional, to the Chamber of Deputies), it can be expected that even
persons elected thanks to preferential votes will fulfill this path. Most deputies
also cumulate their parliamentary mandate with regional or municipal man-
dates (Bernard - Cermak, 2021; Hajek 2016, 2017; Rysavy 2016). In addition,
according to RySavy, the chance of being elected as a member of Parliament in-
creases if the person holds a higher position at the regional level, as he is better
known to the public (Ry$avy 2016). The chance also increases with the holding
of multiple mandates, as the person gets more space in the media and is better
known to voters (Smolkova - Balik 2018). Likewise, the candidates who defend
their seats in the Chamber of Deputies are most often elected (Balik et al. 2019).
These candidates also get the most preferential votes (Haase-Formankova et al.
2022; Voda 2010, 2012, 2014) because they are nominated at the top of the
candidate list (Ceyhan 2018; Gherghina - Chiru 2010; Chiru - Popescu 2017;
Meserve et al. 2020; Put - Maddens 2013). Therefore, it can be assumed that
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the persons who obtained the parliamentary mandate thanks to preferential
votes will have municipal and regional experience. At the same time, they will
be mayors, deputy mayors at the municipal level, and governors or deputies
at the regional level. Many MPs in the Chamber of Deputies have prestigious
professions (Polakova - Kostelecky 2016); Voda (2014) mentions the advantage
in the number of preferential votes doctors obtain.

Individual variables are understood as follows. Gender is important in the
number of women and men. In the case of occupation, other variables include
whether the person held a higher public elected office (mayor and governor
or their deputies, deputy, senator, member of the government, member of the
European Parliament), lower public elected office (deputy mayor and municipal
representative, regional representative), party/politician staff, self-employed,
prestigious professions (doctor, lawyer, teacher, scientist, judge, policeman,
firefighter, designer, private farmer, nurse and programmer (Tuc¢ek 2019), non-
-manual job, manual job, economically non-active and manager. In the case of
multiple listed professions, the candidate’s profile information is listed first on
the list of candidates unless the person provides information related to a higher
public position or a position associated with a political party/politician. In this
case, the person is included in the appropriate category. For age, I classify people
into categories: under 30 years, 31-40 years, 41-50 years, 51-60 years, and 61
and over. In terms of education, I monitor whether the person has a university
education (through a degree), specifically a bachelor’s degree, master’s degree,
doctoral or higher degree. From the point of view of residence, I am interested
in whether the candidate came from Prague, a regional or district town, or other
smaller municipalities.

Furthermore, it is important to determine whether the person was a member
of a political party or a non-party member, whether he defended a parliamentary
mandate, or what political experience ((elected or candidate at the level of the
municipal, regional, European Parliament, Chamber of Deputies, Senate, or
government, multiple office holding (MP, municipal and regional mandate))
they had before the election. At the municipal and regional level, I distinguish
between the number of mayors/regional governors and deputy of mayors/
deputy and representatives. In contrast, persons who were deputy mayors and
then became mayors/regional governors are included only in the mayor/re-
gional governor group. A similar logic is used for representatives in connection
with the deputy mayor/deputy or mayor/governor categories. From the data
collected in this way, it will be possible to determine which persons are elected
using preferential votes and which would be elected exclusively based on the
nomination of political parties.

As part of our research investigating the composition of the Chamber of
Deputies according to closed and flexible candidate lists, I establish the follow-
ing hypotheses based on the information mentioned above:
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H1:

H2:

H3:

H4:

H5:

H6:

192

The number of women in the Chamber of Deputies will be higher in the
flexible candidate list, as women receive more preferential votes than men
(Haase-Formankova et al. 2022). At the same time, men are more often
placed in a realistic position within the candidate list (Ceyhan 2018; Put -
Maddens 2013; Put et al. 2019; Put et al. 2021), and the only possibility of
disrupting the order determined by the party is preferential votes.

In terms of residence, it is possible to expect that the current flexible set-
ting of candidate lists can help persons with considerable popularity in
district towns or other municipalities with high electoral support for the
given party. Due to smaller constituencies, the strong position of regional
cities or the centralised leadership of some parties (ANO, SPD, VV), it can
be expected that in the case of closed candidate lists, more people from
regional cities would be elected.

Itis evident that people with more political experience often run in the elec-
tions for the Chamber of Deputies; they often defend their parliamentary
mandate, which they declare by their profession on the list of candidates.
Currently, among the MPs, defenders of the mandate with political experi-
ence from other levels of the political system, whether at the municipal or
regional level, predominate. However, I also know from previous research
that the persons at the top of the candidate list are often defenders of the
mandate with political experience (Ceyhan 2018; Gherghina - Chiru 2010;
Chiru - Popescu 2017; Meserve et al. 2020; Put - Maddens 2013). So, the
closed candidate lists would guarantee the election of more persons de-
fending the parliamentary mandate.

The political parties nominate people under 60 to top positions on their
candidate lists (Put - Maddens 2013; Put et al. 2019; Put et al. 2021). In
addition, preferential votes are obtained by persons under 70 (Haase-
-Formankova et al. 2022). So, the preferential votes can increase the num-
ber of people over 61+.

It is evident that candidates with a higher education get a larger number
of preferential votes (Haase-Forméankova et al. 2022; Lebeda 2007; Voda
2010, 2014), and the candidates with a university degree are nominated
to the top positions on the candidate lists (Ceyhan 2018; Gherghina et al.
2010). So, the representativeness of the Chamber of Deputies would not
change significantly if closed candidate lists were to apply.

In larger constituencies (22 to 26 seats), the effectiveness of preferential
votes is lower, so more candidates will be elected due to preferential votes
in the middle (10-14 seats) and small (5 to 8 seats) constituencies.
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V. Results

In total, 159 members of parliament won a mandate thanks to preferential votes.*
The twelve MPs won the mandate in this way more than once, but despite their
electoral success in the last elections, they were not placed in such a position
that would ‘guarantee’ them to be nominated to the top of the candidate list. This
situation partly confirms the conclusions of Put et. al (2019). The impact of indi-
vidual changes associated with preferential voting was already slightly apparent
in 2002, when, thanks to the formation of the KDU-CSL and US-DEU coalition
and increased constituencies, the number of candidates elected by preferential
votes was slightly increased. However, reducing the number of preferential votes
also prevented an increase in the effectiveness of preferential voting.
Efficiency only increased in 2010, when the number of preferential votes again
increased to four, and at the same time, the threshold for preferential votes was
reduced from 7% to 5%. At the same time, citizens’ initiatives calling for a change
in the government set also started to work. Similar repercussions can also be
observed in 2013. The year 2017, on the other hand, was associated with a higher
number of parties that succeeded in the elections. Since these parties obtained
a minimum number of mandates in individual constituencies, preferential votes
could significantly change the selection of specific candidates (Kneblova 2010

Table 2: Number of MPs elected by preferential votes by political party
(the number of non-party members is shown in the bracket)

1996 1998 2002 | 2006 2010 2013 2017 2021
KDU-CSL 0 101 9 0 0 3 2 7()
US-DEU 0 1 2(1) 0 0 0 0 0
oDS 0 0 1 1 17 4 9 (1) 1(1)
CssD 0 0 0 1 10 9(2) 3 0
KSCM 0 0 0 3(1) 5@) 6 3 0
VV (2x SNK ED) 0 0 0 0 4(1) 0 0 0
TOP 09 (2010 1x SLK) 0 0 0 0 1(6) 2(1) 3(1) 2
ANO 20T 0 0 0 0 0 5(@) 5() 3
SPD 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1
STAN (2021 (1x SLK) 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 22
Czech Pirate Party 0 0 0 0 0 0 2() 0
Total number of MPS 0 2 12 5 47 29 28 36
Non-partisans 0 1 1 1 9 5 4 3

Source: Volby.cz, author’s own calculations

4 Contrary to Kneblova's claim (2010), however, | claim that in 2006 only five people were elected thanks
to preferential votes (Ladislav Skopal was elected in the South Moravian Region for the CSSD due to
one person dropping out of the candidate list) and in 2010 Josef Novotny was elected by preferential
votes for CSSD in the Karlovy Vary Region out of 13 places on the candidate list (volby.cz).
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and 2014). The elections in 2021, on the other hand, were marked by the creation
of two coalitions (SPOLU and the Pirates and the STAN), when mainly within
the latter coalition there was a significant preference for the STAN’s candidates.

As can be seen from Table number 3, most MPs were elected in smaller con-
stituencies thanks to preferential votes. Medium and large constituencies have
not differed in the monitored phenomenon since 2017, which may be due to the
increase in the number of parties in the Chamber of Deputies and the gradual
loss of the position of the two largest parties, ODS and CSSD. The increase in the
number of parties meant that political parties began to win only a few mandates
within the electoral district, which could cause an increase in the effectiveness
of preferential voting, as mentioned by Kneblova (2010, 2014). In 2021, this was
mainly due to the success of the STAN within the coalition in all constituencies.

Table 3: Number of MPs elected by preferential votes by constituency

2002 2006 2010 2013 2017 2021
Small constituency 1 1 7 4 3 4
(13 seats) (7.7%) (7.7%) (53.8%) (30.8%) (231%) (30.8%)
Middle constituency 7 1 30 18 12 16
(93 seats, 92 seats since 2017) (7.5%) (11%) (19.4%) (19.4%) (13.0%) (17.4%)
Large constituency 4 3 10 7 13 16
(94 seats, 95 since 2017) (4.3%) (3.2%) (7.4%) (7.4%) (13.7%) (16.8%)
12 5 47 29 28 36
Total number of MPS 6.0%) | (25%) | (235%) | (145%) | (14.0%) | (18%)

Source: Volby.cz, author's own calculations

Gender

From 1996 to the last election in 2021, the number of women increased from 29
to 50, corresponding to a quarter of the total MPs. However, it can be argued
that the number of women does not correspond to representation in society.

Graph 1: Composition of the Chamber of Deputies by gender from 1996-2020
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As can be seen from Graph 2, preferential votes positively affect the number
of women represented in the Chamber of Deputies except for the year 2013. If
voters did not have the opportunity to grant preferential votes, the number of
women in 2010 or 2021 would be smaller by a quarter or a fifth, which would
have a real impact on the functioning of the Chamber of Deputies. Women speak
less than men, but to a greater extent they deal with social and healthcare topics
in the Chamber of Deputies (Balik et al. 2019). Worth noting is the year 2010
and the result of the KSCM, when five women were elected thanks to prefer-
ential votes, the total number of preferentially elected party persons in these
elections. Similarly, in 2021, ten women were elected out of 22 people elected
through preferential votes for the STAN movement, which was in coalition with
the Pirates at the time. A significant number of women were also elected in 2010
in ODS (4 out of 17) and Public Affairs (2 out of 4).

Graph 2: Impact of closed candidate lists - gender
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Age

Graph 3 approximates the age composition of the Chamber of Deputies, while
until 2013 there was a gradual aging of male and female deputies.® The number
of people up to 30, from 31 to 40 and from 41 to 50 years old decreased at the
expense of the other two categories. This trend was partly mitigated by the ar-
rival of new political parties in 2010 and 2017, while it is interesting that the
onset of the ANO movement in 2013 did not have a significant effect on the
‘rejuvenation’ of the Chamber of Deputies, as most of their deputies were over
51 years old. On the other hand, the MPs elected for the SPD, Pirates, STAN or
KDU-CSL parties (after returning to the Chamber of Deputies in 2013) mostly
belonged to the categories of under 30, 31-40 or 41-50 years old.

5 Age average 1996 (43.8), 1998 (45.2), 2002 (46.9), 2006 (47.9), 2010 (47.2), 2013 (49.9), 2017 (47.4), 2021
(49.8).
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Graph 3: Composition of the Chamber of Deputies by age from 1996 to 2021
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The success of the KDU-CSL, respectively STAN at the expense of the coalition
partner, reduced the number of MPs in the 30, 31-40 year old (in 2002 also
41-50 year old) categories who would be elected in case of a closed candidate
list in 2002, respectively 2021. Thanks to preferential votes, a higher number
of MPs from the age category of 61 and over was elected in 2010 (mainly TOP
09) and 2017 (across parties) at the expense of the age category of 41-50 years
old (in 2017, also 51-60 years old). As it turned out, only one MP at70 and one
at 72 was elected by the preferential votes, which confirms the conclusions of
Haase-Forménkova et al. (2022) on the greater preference of candidates under

70 years of age.

Graph 4: Impact of closed candidate lists - age
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Residence

The largest number of MPs residing in Prague was seen after the elections
in 1996. In the following years, the number of MPs from Prague gradually
decreased to one-eighth of the total number of deputies, which confirms the
claims of the authors (Mike$ova - Kostelecky 2016; Dvorak et al. 2021). As for
deputies from regional towns, we see a constant value of one-fifth of all MPs
and one-quarter for district towns up to 2017. Only the category of other mu-
nicipalities has an increasing tendency, which reached 89 out of 200 MPs in
the last electoral period.

Graph 5: Composition of the Chamber of Deputies by place of residence from
1996 to 2021
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The real impact of preferential votes is most pronounced for district towns
in 2010 and 2013, i.e. the period when, under the influence of various civic
initiatives, there was an announced change in the existing political set (graph
6). The activity of civic initiatives could have resulted in more candidates from
smaller district towns being elected thanks to preferential votes at the expense
of candidates from regional towns or Prague, which are more typical for people
at the top of the candidate lists (Put 2016). A similar trend could be observed
in 2021 when the electoral success of STAN at the expense of the Pirates within
the joint coalition enabled mayors of municipalities that cannot be classified as
regional or district towns to enter the Chamber of Deputies.
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Graph 6: Impact of closed candidate lists - residence
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Education

As regards education it’s proven that most speeches and interpellations (ex-
cept for doctoral and higher) are delivered by people with higher education
(Balik et al. 2019). Graph 7 shows that most MPs in the Chamber of Deputies
have a master’s degree (over 3/5) or have no degree (more than 1/8 to 1/4).
Since 2013, more than 1/10 of MPs with a doctorate or higher education have
been part of the Chamber of Deputies.

Graph 7: Composition of the Chamber of Deputies by education from 1996
to 2021
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Preferential votes influenced the composition of the Chamber of Deputies in
several cases (Graph 8). In 2010, four fewer MPs with a bachelor’s degree were
elected, and four more MPs with a master’s degree were elected in 2017 than
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corresponded to the original nomination of the political parties. Preferential
votes most significantly influenced the composition of the Chamber of Deputies
in 2021, when five MPs without a degree and four MPs with a bachelor’s degree
were elected compared with the original nomination of the political parties. In
their place, eight persons with a master’s degree and one with a doctoral and
higher degree were elected, which may impact the number of speeches and
interpellations in the ongoing election period of the lower house of the Parlia-
ment. However, the increase in the number of people with a higher university
degree could be because Pirate candidates, who often have not completed their
studies, were overtaken by STAN candidates with completed studies.

Graph 8: Impact of closed candidate lists - education
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Occupation

The occupations of elected MPs have been constant since 1996, and most MPs
were associated with the professional career of a politician (Balik et al. 2019).
The Chamber of Deputies was composed mainly of persons with a higher public
elected office. The only exception was 2013, when candidates on the candidate
list did not indicate to a greater extent their political experience (even though
they had it), which may be connected to the previous activities (2010 and 2013)
of civic initiatives calling for a change in political representation, as well as
the entry of new political parties to the Chamber of Deputies. I can observe
the opposite trend in the 2006 and 2021 elections when MPs often pointed to
their experience in the Chamber of Deputies, the government or regional and
municipal leadership. The second most represented category is prestigious
professions, mainly teachers, doctors and lawyers. Here again it is important
to focus on 2013, when candidates pointed to their prestigious professions to
a greater extent than their political experience. The categories of non-manual
work (office work) or managers (various leadership positions) were compa-
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rable. One of the few categories that grew significantly in 2013/2017 was the
entrepreneur category, which was caused by the significant success of the ANO
movement in these elections. On the other hand, the categories of manual work,
i.e. the unemployed (students and seniors), had a marginal representation.

Graph 9: Composition of the Chamber of Deputies by occupation from 1996
to 2021
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From the results (Graph 10), the minimal impact of preferential votes on the
composition of the Chamber of Deputies in most election years is evident. The
only exception is 2010, when 11 fewer people with higher public positions were
elected and, on the contrary, 16 more people with prestigious professions than
would correspond to nominations by political parties. This decline of politi-
cians with the highest public positions and their replacement by persons with
prestigious professions could result from several civic initiatives calling for
a change of the existing political set. A similar trend, when candidates with
prestigious professions were elected instead of politicians thanks to preferen-
tial votes, can also be seen in 2013. Orin 2021, when candidates with a higher
public function and prestigious profession were elected at the expense of six
candidates with a lower public position and three managers. The increase in
persons with a higher public position in 2021 thus occurred despite the non-
-election of most MPs of the Pirates, who were replaced by mayors from the
STAN movement.
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Graph 10: Impact of closed candidate lists - profession
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Member of a political party

As can be seen from Graph 11, most elected MPs are party members. Most non-
-party members were elected in 2013 due to the entry of new political parties,
ANO 2011 and Dawn - National Coalition, which used non-party members
extensively on their candidate lists.

Graph 11: Party affiliation of elected MPs from 1996 to 2021
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Thanks to preferential votes, more non-party members were elected than would
correspond to the composition of candidate lists by political parties. This fact
became most evident in 2010, i.e. when civic initiatives called for a change in
the existing political elites.
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Graph 12: Impact of closed candidate lists - partisanship
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Political experience

In 2010 and 2021, thanks to preferential votes, significantly fewer incumbents
in the earlier election period were elected. In 2010, this significant drop in
incumbents may have been caused by initiatives calling for the replacement
of existing politicians. Most incumbents listed MP as their occupation on the
candidate list, which led to selecting candidates with a different occupation (see
above). Voters thus preferred to give a preferential vote to another person on
the candidate list, often with a prestigious profession. The reason was different
in 2021. The incumbents of Pirates were replaced by the candidates of STAN
thanks to preferential votes.

Table 4: Number of MPs defending the parliamentary mandate 1996-2021

1996 1998 2002 | 2006 2010 2013 2017 2021

Flexible candidate list 60 106 13 104 81 76 70 99
Closed candidate list 60 104 112 105 96 76 72 13
Difference 0 2 1 -1 -15 0 -2 -14

Source: Volby.cz; CHDPCZ, author’s own calculations

Graph 13 shows the composition of the Chamber of Deputies through the politi-
cal experience of its members. It is not surprising that, over time, the number
of members of the Chamber of Deputies who had experience with the politics of
the Czechoslovak Republic decreased. The success of new political parties and
movements (2010) also affected the number of incumbents. The number of MPs
who tried unsuccessfully to obtain a parliamentary mandate in past elections
has also increased since 2013. In 2013, there were nine cases of KSCM nominees
and eight cases of ANO 2011 candidates who ran for other political entities in
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earlier elections. In 2017, 12 MPs of the ANO movement and eight MPs of the
Pirates had failed in the previous parliamentary elections. In 2021, there were
previously unsuccessful candidates for STAN (11 MPs), KDU-CSL (8 MPs) and
ANO 2011 (7 Mps). A minimum of MPs held a senator’s mandate in the past;
on the other hand, approximately a tenth of MPs had experience running for
senator since 2002. So, these MPs wanted to continue their political career in
the position of senator. Only a few MPs had experience with a mandate or can-
didacy for the European Parliament, even though 11 MPs with experience in an
election campaign for the European Parliament succeeded in the last elections
in 2021. More frequent political experience among MPs is their previous work
in the government, which is unsurprising since many parties use ministers for
the top positions on the candidate list, which is associated with a high chance
of being elected (Dvotak - Pink 2022).

Graph 13: Political experience of MPs from 1996 to 2021
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The influence of preferential votes is not so important for the political experi-
ence of MPs (graph 14). The number of MPs with parliamentary experience
declined in 2010 and 2021. This is related to activities of civic initiatives call-
ing for the replacement of existing politicians in 2010 and the success of STAN
against the Pirates in 2021. Also, the persons who ran in the senate elections
but did not win the mandate more often have become MPs by the preferential
votes since 2013. It could mean that the campaign associated with the senate
elections increases the candidate’s familiarity among voters to such a level
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that voters give him preferential votes more often, which helps him win the
parliamentary mandate. Experience with a political campaign to the Chamber
of Deputies was manifested in 2013 and 2021 for candidates who obtained
a parliamentary mandate mainly by preferential votes. A possible explanation
is greater awareness among voters or the candidate’s effective use of experience
from past elections.

Graph 14: Impact of closed candidate lists - political experience
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Municipal level

An increase in mayors among MPs is evident (Graph 15), mostly in 2021 when
the STAN movement won many mandates at the expense of the Pirates. The fact
that politicians choose a gradual path in their political paths (Bernard - Cermék,
2021; Hajek 2016, 2017; Rysavy 2016) is also evidenced by the low number of
deputies who have never succeeded at the municipal level. In the first election
years, in almost half of the cases, these were active at the parliamentary level,
and the communal level was no longer ‘attractive’ for them. On the contrary, in
2013 and 2017, unsuccessful MPs at the municipal level came from new politi-
cal parties (ANO, SPD, Pirates). There may be several reasons why these future
deputies were not elected at the municipal level. One of them can be the weak
position of the party in the given municipality or the mere symbolic candidacy
of a person at the bottom of the candidate list.
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Graph 15: Experience of deputies from the municipal level from 1996 to 2021
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The influence of preferential votes was not pronounced until 2006, as seen in
Graph 16. On the contrary, 2010 can be characterised as ground-breaking not
only in terms of new political parties and the generational change of existing
politicians but the effectiveness of preferential votes. Thanks to them, five more
mayors and seven fewer municipal representatives were elected than would
correspond to party nominations. Four candidates who were never successful
at the municipal election were also elected in this election. A similar trend was
also evident in 2017 and more significantly in 2021, when thanks to the success

Graph 16: Impact of closed candidate lists - experience from the municipal level
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of the STAN movement, 13 mayors who would not have made it to the Chamber
of Deputies in the event of party nominations were elected using preferential
votes. The six representatives failed due to preferential votes in 2006. It can
therefore be concluded that the voters consider the position held by the can-
didate at the municipal level, and if he decides to give a preferential vote, the
mayor has a good chance of getting it. That is, at least compared to the deputy
mayor or representative.

Regional level

Just as at the municipal level, it is clear (graph 17) that the number of MPs who
held the regional mandate before being elected to the Chamber of Deputies
increased over time. Specifically, compared to 2002, the number of MPs with
experience with a regional mandate almost triple in 2021. The number of gov-
ernors and deputy governors is also increasing in a similar way, which confirms
the conclusions about the permitted path of the political careers of politicians
(Bernard - Cermak 2021; Hajek 2016, 2017; RySavy 2016). The number of MPs
who have never succeeded in the regional elections has also increased since
2017. In 2017, there were 23 MPs from ANO, SPD and Pirates. In 2021, there
were mainly MPs of the STAN.

Graph 17: Experience of deputies from the regional level from 1996 to 2021
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The influence of preferential votes was insignificant within the examined period,
as shown in Graph 18. The differences between the types of regional functions
changed minimally; often, due to preferential votes, it was a slight (4 MPs)
increase or decrease in the number of regional representatives or persons who
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never succeeded in the regional elections. The influence of preferential votes on
the three governors elected in 2010, two in 2017 and one in 2021, who otherwise
would not have reached the Chamber of Deputies, appears to be important.
Again, their success can be linked to greater familiarity among voters.

Graph 18: Impact of closed candidate lists — experience from the regional level
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The multiple-office holding

Around a quarter of all elected MPs did not hold any other political (elected)
office at the time of their election. The only exception is 2021, when the num-
ber of MPs with no other mandate was 10%. Future MPs were most likely to
hold only a local mandate, or they cumulated it with a parliamentary mandate.
A tenth of MPs also combined a municipal and a regional mandate. To a limited
extent, the MPs cumulated the regional and deputy mandate. Conversely, since
2017 there has been an increase in MPs across political parties holding all three
municipal, regional and parliamentary seats. The same year, ANO and SPD MPs
frequently held a regional mandate before their election. The data confirms that
MPs are choosing a gradual path in their political paths (Bernard - Cermak
2021; Hajek 2016, 2017; RySavy 2016)), but at the same time they accumulate
these mandates further.

The influence of the preferential vote was most pronounced in the 2010 elec-
tions when more candidates who did not hold any mandate were elected. It was
probably due to civic initiatives calling for a change of politicians, as evidenced
by the fact that if closed candidate lists had been in place, 14 more incumbents
would have been elected. Similarly, seven MPs with a municipal mandate were
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Graph 19: The multiple-office holding of deputies from the regional level
from 1996 to 2021
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elected in 2017 due to preferential votes. In 2021, preferential votes influenced
the composition of the Chamber of Deputies when candidates from the STAN,
with the municipal mandate, were successful at the expense of the incumbents
of Pirates. Candidates of STAN, KDU-CSL and other parties who held municipal
and regional mandates were equally successful. Thus, preference votes can play
arole in the preference of persons having a particular political office.

Graph 20: Impact of closed candidate lists - the multiple-office holding
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VI. Conclusion

The preferential votes are more likely to be obtained by persons placed at the top
of the candidate list with specific personal characteristics, i.e. gender, education,
place of residence, occupation and age (Haase-Formankova et al. 2022, Balik -
Hruska 2022; Voda 2010, 2014). The elections in 2010, 2013 and 2021 proved
key in influencing the composition of the Chamber of Deputies. Moreover, the
electoral change associated with preferential votes in 2010 and 2021 increased
the effectiveness of preferential votes. As it has been proven, the influence of
several citizen initiatives calling for the change of the existing political set, the
emergence of new political parties in 2010 and 2013 or the apparent dominance
of one of the coalition partners can also be a trigger for the substantial use of
preferential votes. In the first case, it may be an expression of dissatisfaction
with the political situation in the country, and in the second case, dissatisfac-
tion with one of the coalition partners. The effects of preferential votes on the
composition of the Chamber of Deputies can be significant whether itis alarger
number of elected women, a smaller number of deputies under the age of 40
(significantly in 2021 after the fiasco of the Pirates) or the preference for local
elites (mayors, governors). The composition of the Chamber of Deputies by
profession was significantly affected in 2010 when several defending MPs did
not defend their mandate, and MPs with prestigious professions (doctor, lawyer,
etc.) were elected instead. Alternatively, in 2021, several mayors succeeded at
the expense of municipal representatives, managers and MPs advocating for
the Pirates. Preferential votes also significantly impacted the failure of incum-
bents; this effect was particularly evident in 2010 and 2021. The influence of
preferential votes was also clearly visible in the larger number of non-party
MPs elected. Also, the MPs with experience with elections to the Senate has
increased since 2013. The decline of MPs with parliamentary experience was
related to the activities of citizen initiatives calling for the change of politicians
in 2010 and with the success of STAN against the Pirates in 2021. The number of
MPs who listed the position of mayor as their occupation and at the same time
succeeded thanks to preferential votes since 2010 also raised. Experience from
the regional level was not so important, but even so, those candidates who were
deputy governors or governors were more often elected thanks to preferential
votes. Regarding the multiple-office holding, it is clear that MPs hold a mandate
at the local level at the same time, and since 2017 they have been accumulat-
ing their mandate at the local and regional level. A mandate at the municipal
or regional level played a significant role in 2013 and 2021, when candidates
with a cumulative mandate, either a parliamentary and municipal mandate or
a municipal and regional mandate, were preferred over incumbents.

In summary, the preferential votes positively affected the number of women
in the Chamber of Deputies. Also, persons from smaller municipalities or
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district towns can, in the event of a favourable situation (2010, 2013, 2021),
address several voters who will give them their vote and thus skip candidates
from regional towns or Prague, which the party nominated for the front of the
list of candidates. This is also related to the fact that they are often the mayors
of the mentioned municipalities. It is not so surprising that in the case of ef-
forts to change the political set, mainly in 2010, there was a drop in defending
politicians at the expense of mayors or persons with prestigious professions,
thanks to preferential votes.

Similarly, in 2021, thanks to preferential votes, several mayors were elected
at the expense of existing politicians running for the Pirates. It was also con-
firmed that closed candidate lists would reduce the number of MPs who are
over 61 years old. On the other hand, more MPs over 51 were elected at the
expense of younger age groups due to preferential votes. Results also confirmed
our assumption that preferential votes would not significantly influence the
composition of the Chamber of Deputies regarding education. The only excep-
tion is 2021 when more master’s degree holders were elected at the expense of
bachelor’s degree holders and people without a degree, which is often related
to the fact that several MPs for the Pirates have not yet completed their studies.

Overall, I can say that in situations that record the use of preferential votes
(destabilisation of the party system and the influence of citizens’ initiatives,
multi-party coalitions), preferential votes can play a significant role in the
composition of the Chamber of Deputies. As was said above, for a better under-
standing of who receives preferential votes, it would be necessary to focus on
other election years not associated with the specific situation of 2010, 2013 or
2021. Similarly, one could focus in more detail on the individual parties and the
profile of the candidates who won the mandate thanks to the will of the voters.
Another possibility is to focus on the specific position of some MPs who defend
the mandate and of their own free will use preferential voting as a referendum
on their activities, as Marek Benda did, for example, in 2010, 2013 and 2017.
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Abstract: The essay discusses Central Eastern Europe as a ‘laboratory’ of existing, emerg-
ing as well as contained elements of illiberal backlash. The Central European countries
show both challenges and resilience mechanisms in more ‘extreme’ conditions than the
cases from Western Europe. The paper offers the connection between the domestic
development of Central European states and the ‘polycrisis’ of European integration by
linking the issue of politicisation of European integration with the emergence of illiberal
politics in contemporary Europe. The goal and main argument of the paper are that
there exists a nexus between illiberal Central Eastern European politicians and rising
Euroscepticism in the region. The empirical research of Central Eastern European cases
will help us better understand general trends of European integration politicisation.

Keywords: Central-Eastern Europe; democratization; illiberal democracy; European
integration; politicisation

I. Introduction

Before 1989, the politics of Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) resembled a mu-
seum of unresolved issues of liberalisation and democratisation.? The revolution

1 This article was supported by the Czech Science Foundation under Grant [number GA22-15856S]. The
author wants to express thanks to Monika Brusenbauch Meislova, Vratislav Havlik, Petr Kaniok and
Veronika Veli¢ka Zapletalova for comments on earlier draft of the paper.

2 Inthe paper, the concept of CEE includes the member states of the EU (MS) from the region and states
with candidate status. It therefore excludes most of the post-Soviet republics. Almost the same ap-
proach was used by Cianetti et al. (2018: 243-244) with less emphasis put on the role of the relation
to the EU as a ‘qualifier’ for inclusion into the analytical group of CEE states. In this paper, Western
Europe includes both EU MS and non-EU countries.
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of 1989 (re-)triggered the process of liberalisation and democratisation very
quickly, following the Western European institutional blueprints, although
often superficially. In general, the consolidation of liberal democratic institu-
tions often remained shallow.

Eastern Enlargement of the EU constituted another challenge reopening
the questions related to the quality of democracy, democratic political culture
and democratic institutions. After the economic crisis in 2008, the Europe-
anisation of CEE politics was rather quickly replaced with the politicisation of
European integration fuelled mainly by nationalist and Eurosceptic politicians.
The multiple EU crises interlinked the domestic disputes about the nature of
democracy and the level of its liberal background with the politicisation of
European integration.

The first argument of this paper follows the assumption of Tim Haughton
and Kevin Deegan-Krause (2015, 2020) that CEE can serve as a laboratory for
understanding trends that are emerging in Western Europe and other democra-
cies. For us, CEE is a lab in which the expectations concerning EU integration
are higher, the disappointment of citizens with politicians comes quicker and
various populist Eurosceptic voices are louder than in Western Europe. The
second main argument of the paper is that there is a connection between the
regional decline of democratic standards and the specific form of politicisation
of European integration in the context of multiple crises of the European Union
after 2004, the year of the first wave of ‘Eastern enlargement’. Derived from
and based on these two arguments is a plea for more systematic comparative
research going beyond the East-West divide. The paper’s original contribution
to the existing literature is in linking the issue of politicisation of European
integration with the emergence of illiberal politics in contemporary Europe.

Therefore, the paper will first discuss the impact of 1989 and 2004 on CEE
politics. An analysis of the decline of democracy will follow. Further, we will
examine the relationship between illiberal democracy and European integration.
The fourth part will show how the EU polycrisis exacerbated the problem. The
fifth part will elaborate on the idea of CEE as a laboratory of challenges as well
as resilience vis-a-vis illiberal democracy and Eurosceptic politics.

Il. The emergence of a lab in the post-1989 development

The transition to democracy in 1989 represents a turning point in CEE poli-
tics. After the breakup of communist regimes, rapid institutional changes and
new impulses for Europeanisation and Westernisation set into motion the
processes of democratic transition and consolidation (Beyme 1999). The ‘Cen-
tral European paradox’ (Rupnik 1988) applied, however: the ideas, especially
political ones, flow into CEE from the West, but CEE implements them under
considerably different societal and economic conditions. Therefore, the legacy
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of democratisation is vast but not always profoundly embedded in the fabric of
society and patterns of civil political culture, both at the level of the political
elite and the masses. Liberal democratic institutions are more fragile. Political
parties sometimes mock the function of representation of citizens’ interests and
focus on patronage instead (Kopecky - Spirova 2011). Specific political culture,
prone to nationalism and parochialism, is still widely shared by vast parts of
the population. Politicians can quickly mobilise civil society to support un-civil
policies (Navratil - Kluknavska 2020).

As Ekiert and Ziblatt (2013: 92) summarised, even after the completion of
a democratic transition, we can find many patterns of societal, economic and
political life that correlate with those present before the communist coups
d’état in the region. Yet, especially in the sphere of political institutions and
party politics, rapid westernisation has functioned as a challenge turning CEE
into a laboratory of political changes and a tester of the resilience of liberal
democratic institutions in an environment where societal values are changing
rapidly but in a shallow way.

The 2004/2007/2013 EU accessions represent another turning point in CEE.
The high level of external pressure towards Europeanisation was treated almost
automatically as democratisation (Grabbe 2006), connected to the prevalence of
external incentives and logic of consequences rather than a logic of appropriate-
ness (Schimmelfening - Sedelmeyer 2005). Adaptational pressures decreased
after the CEE states reached the milestone of full EU membership. The pressure
to comply with EU standards provoked opposition and adverse reactions from
the outset: Euroscepticism (public and party), shallow Europeanisation, and
illiberal democracy. For the stakeholders from candidate countries as well as
for EU scholars, it might be interesting to examine this ‘de-Europeanisation’
in CEE more closely.

We can interpret the impact of European integration on the CEE countries
as a ‘shock’ exposing the problem of shallow and contested Europeanisation
in the context of somewhat superficial democratisation. A contest between
proponents and opponents of liberal democratic institutions thus overlaps
with the conflict between pro-integration and Eurosceptic political actors.
Euroscepticism is rising significantly, which corresponds with the turn of pro-
-EU ‘romanticism’ to pragmatic cost-benefit calculations related (not only)
to the EU budget 2021-2027 (Szczerbiak 2021). We will show that the rising
Euroscepticism and illiberalism in CEE work together as a reaction to the EU
polycrisis.? The polycrisis itself represents a trigger and a context of domestic
changes at the same time.

3 The word ‘polycrisis’ was originally employed by Jean-Claud Juncker in 2016 to describe a situation
of multiple crises which intersect with each other, starting with global financial crisis, crisis in the
Eurozone, migration and the refugee crisis. While using the term, we follow Zeitlin et al. (2019). See
Zachova (2022) for a survey of literature on crisis in Europe.
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We assume that a relative lack of democratic experience still has effects in
CEE and that the imperfection of truly internalised democratic values and insti-
tutions makes the barrier protecting democratic institutions more vulnerable
than in Western Europe. Even in cases of belated or challenged democratisation
(Italy, Portugal, Spain or Greece), the democratic tradition is more profound
than in CEE. It does not automatically mean that Western European democracies
are perfectly resilient and CEE democracies are inevitably doomed to backslide.
It only helps us to understand why some CEE populist leaders screwed liberal
democratic institutions more than in-many-ways-similar populist leaders did
in Western Europe. Let us mention Orban and Salvini to grasp the difference.
Salvini de-liberalised migration policy, for example, but Orban changed not
only policies but also the entire institutional setting.

Moreover, nationalism and traditionalism have been mitigated by the longer
EC/EU membership in the West. In CEE, nationalism and traditionalism are
more assertive as strategies accompanying the CEE populism, as the success of
parties like Poland’s Law and Justice, Hungary’s Fidesz or Estonia’s EKRE shows
compared to Spanish Vox, Greek Golden Dawn or Fratelli d’Ttalia. The substance
of dangers for democracy and the nature of its challengers are similar both in
CEE and in Western Europe. Central Eastern Europe can serve as a laboratory
where the challengers are stronger, as are the dangers testing institutions of
liberal democracy and the mechanisms of liberal-democratic resilience in more
extreme conditions.

According to Sergio Fabbrini (2015), the Eurozone economic crisis opened
a new critical juncture in the process of European integration, which had the
potential to reshape the institutional architecture of the European Union as well
as its policy features. In CEE, the polycrisis layering the economic crisis, the
migration crisis as well as the crisis of values has created a specific ‘window of
opportunity’ to reverse the legacies of Westernisation and Europeanisation set
after the fall of communist regimes at the end of the 1980s. Thus, the polycrisis
of European integration overlaps in time and in terms of value and institutional
clash, with the most recent challenges to CEE politics related to EU member-
ship. The rejection of some of the basic principles of the EU liberal democratic
order in some CEE countries can no longer be explained purely by the inchoate
democratic institutions and communist past. Therefore, we have to establish
the relationship between the decline of democracy and politicised issues of
European integration. Let us have a look at the decline of democracy first.

lll. The decline of democracy

Doubts about the quality of democracy and trends towards the de-democratisation
of CEE are not new (Bustikova - Guasti 2017: 170-171). Jacques Rupnik (2007)
summarised the most critical challenges, such as the non-linear paths towards
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democratic consolidation, populist backlashes, an incomplete transformation of
civic culture, lack of genuinely independent media, inchoate institutions of lib-
eral checks and balances as well as emerging nationalist Eurosceptic strategies
related to the shrinking influence of the enlarged EU on the domestic politics
of new members. Rupnik and Zielonka (2013) showed that the economic crisis
exacerbated the problems of CEE democracies, turning ‘democratic fatigue’
into a severe danger of authoritarian turn, however, in quite diverse ways and
to quite various extents in different CEE countries. Democratic backsliding has
been one of the hottest issues discussed among area specialists dealing with the
politics of the region (Bakke - Sitter 2022; Cianetti et al. 2018; Enyedy 2020;
Hanley - Vachudova 2018; Lorenz - Anders 2021; Rupnik 2017; Vachudova
2020). To make a broad term of democratic backsliding (Bermeo 2016: 5) more
precise, we work with the concept of illiberal democracy (Zakaria 2003) in this
paper. The reason is that there is not a democratic procedure at stake in the
region. Examples in CEE show that the liberal component that is necessary to
prevent the perversion of democracy into a purely plebiscitary machine serving
as a facade for soft dictators is even more in danger.

No matter what we call it, the problem with democracies that once looked
fairly consolidated and now are challenged by different sorts of strong-hand
governance remains to be treated seriously both by the academic community
and citizens and politicians in the region. Vast literature covers particular case
studies, typically Poland (Sadurski 2019) and Hungary (Korosényi et al. 2020;
Kovacs - Trencsényi 2020; Magyar 2016; Pap 2018). Comparative texts have
been on the rise in the last couple of years. They cover the entire region (Ci-
anetti et al. 2018) or at least the Visegrad Group’s states (Bakke - Sitter 2022;
Guasti and Bustikova 2023). Attila Agh’s (2019) book places the CEE challenge
of illiberal democracy into global and European economic and political pro-
cesses. Most of the authors show quite a wide scope of these processes, as well
as patterns of emergence and stabilisation of illiberal elements, politicians,
ideologies and institutions.

Nancy Bermeo (2016) recognised the illiberal and anti-democratic turn as
a global phenomenon. As Jan Zielonka (2018) showed, the current set of cri-
ses (to which we can add the coronavirus pandemic crisis - Guasti 2020) has
a destructive potential vis-a-vis liberal democratic values and institutions on
the European scale. The mechanisms and the particular combination of inde-
pendent variables on which the deterioration of the liberal component depends
might be different, of course. The CEE lab can serve as a regional microcosm of
existing, emerging and contained elements of illiberal backlash. Jacques Rup-
nik (2017: 70) concluded that ‘although we face the rise of populist nationalist
parties elsewhere in Europe, only in East-Central Europe are they in power’.
But this no longer holds true. Let us mention the brief but intensive intermezzo
of Salvini’s Lega in Conte’s first government or the participation of FPO in the
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Austrian governments of 2000-2005 and 2017-2019. Rupnik (2017: 83) is, of
course, correct in that the nationalist-populist parties are more successful in
CEE. It is, however, no longer an ‘East-Central European aberration’.

The CEE lab offers a sample of variations broad enough to show not only
macro-trends (role of rising inequities, nationalism, populism, etc.) but also
the subtler mechanisms through which illiberal politicians are gaining momen-
tum. Andras Korosényi et al. (2020) explained the nature of Orban’s regime
through the lens of the concept of Plebiscitary Leader Democracy, based on Max
Weber’s Fiihrerdemokratie. It represents a specific mixture that ‘is democratic
in form but authoritarian in substance’ (Korosényi et al. 2020: 148, emphasis
in original). Orban reached the level and scope of political leadership com-
parable with strong authoritarian leaders of the contemporary world, such
as Putin, Erdogan or Bolsonaro. It might be, however, interesting to compare
his leadership style with some historical leaders in CEE (Miklos Horthy) and
Western Europe (Charles de Gaulle), or with some other global leaders tending
to plebiscitary modes of governance without necessarily showing authoritarian
features, such as Boris Johnson, Matteo Salvini, Alexis Tsipras, Marine Le Pen,
Pablo Iglesias or even Emmanuel Macron. Studying Jarostaw Kaczynski, Andre;j
Babis, Robert Fico or Janez Jan$a can help us to understand institutions and
mechanisms preventing Orban’s ‘quality’ of authoritarian leadership. It shows
that the CEE lab is essential for scholars of leadership as well as comparatively
oriented historians of politics.

Zsolt Enyedi (2020) showed convincingly that important particularities of
ideological and discursive frames accompany the authoritarian turn in CEE
politics. First, a unique strain of memory politics manifests as a combination
of victimhood and self-confidence. Conservatives and populists blame the West
for abandoning the alleged values of its civilisation and replacing them with the
values of gender, migrants and sexual minorities, which are forcefully imposed
on the CEE region. In the same vein, CEE is allegedly the saviour of Europe,
carrying on the traditions left behind by the West. Second, old-fashioned mu-
tual regional nationalist hatreds were transformed into ‘cross-nationalism’ and
a general CEE hatred against the West.* Third, there is a massive attack against
migrants.> Fourth, the ‘good’ state is pitted against ‘bad’ civil society, subverting
allegedly traditional values of local culture and serving foreign interests. Fifth,
radical right discourse is incorporated into the political mainstream. And finally,
although it might be surprising for all who consider Europe a vanguard of secu-
larisation, Christianity is misused politically, again typically with anti-Western
resentments. Enyedi (2020: 374) stressed that because of these ‘authoritarian

4 Rise of nationalist tendencies, however, is a global phenomenon, albeit neither uniform nor universal
(Bieber 2018).

5 Anti-migrant rhetoric could be found in the West too (Fennema 1997); the difference is in scope and
contamination of mainstream discourse with anti-migrant rhetoric.

222 Linking European Integration with Illiberalism Vit Hlousek



innovations’, the divide between East and West is widening compared to the
situation just a decade ago. More important is his discussion of the possibility
of Easternisation of the West. If we look at the ideological repertoire of Western
radical right parties and (streams within) conservative parties, we can find all
these ‘innovations’ to some extent safe from the anti-western resentments, of
course. Sometimes we can find all this framed in anti-Eastern resentments, as
the successful Leave campaign showed in the Brexit referendum, despite the
pro-British stances of CEE politicians (Brusenbauch Meislova 2019: 1265-1267).

The value of the CEE Lab for academic (as well as policy-relevant) research
in helping to maintain the resilience of liberal democracy via the understanding
of illiberal discourses might prove of crucial importance and one of the main
contributions of area specialists on CEE to the general debate about the state
of contemporary European democracy.

Assessment of CEE can help us to understand the patterns of emergence and
persistence of illiberal politicians, parties and governments, the crucial role of
ethnopopulism as a successful electoral strategy, as well as the tactic of power
concentration allowing control of the polity beyond the limits of liberal checks
and balances (Vachudova 2020). The study of CEE helps us to understand the
seductive combination of radical right ideological innovations (Enyedi 2020)
often manifested as the ‘problems’ with minority accommodation (Bustikova
2020). We must mention the role of the specific implementation of neo-liberal
economic reforms in CEE (Ther 2014), together with the role played by particu-
lar relations between the economic power of local oligarchs and the sphere of
politics (Cianetti et al. 2018: 248-250).

Such issues of domestic politics have, however, another dimension stemming
from the membership of CEE countries in the EU. For the study of EU politics, it
is essential to understand the general decline of the EU’s ‘transformative power’
executed through the mechanism of conditionality (Bochsler — Juon 2020) as
well as the ‘subversive’ role of the intergovernmental character of the EU that
compromises the agency of the European Commission against democratic
backsliding (Kelemen 2020). Therefore, we have to examine the role of the EU
in the process of decline of democracy in CEE.

IV. When the decline of democracy hits the EU

Let us start with an example of how we can connect area specialisation on CEE
with general issues of comparative politics. Peter Mair (2013: 17-44) discussed
the dramatic decline of traditional forms of political involvement in West-
ern democracies, such as higher net and gross volatility or the weakening of
party membership. The point here is not to demonstrate that the level of party
membership is lower in CEE (Biezen et al. 2011) or that the volatility is higher
(Gherghina 2015), although both arguments hold. Mair’s (2013) central idea
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is that the space and scope of traditional party-driven democratic politics are
hollowing out in Western democracies due to the increasing stress on expert
rule and decision-making procedures beyond the range of popular democratic
monitoring. Party government is waning; de-politicisation is the prevailing
trend, as is the increasing detachment of elites from the masses. The role of the
EU, according to Mair, is crucial here, although it is mainly negative because
the specific features of European governance exacerbate the trends summarised
above: In the EU, ‘decisions can be taken by political elites with more or less
a free hand’ (Mair 2013: 108-109) and ‘a political system... cannot adequately
be reached or accessed by means of elections and parties, that is, by means of
traditional representative organs and channels’ (Mair 2013: 125).

Later developments counterproved Mair’s initial assumptions, mainly be-
cause he was able to detect an increased level of politicisation of the EU issues
only to a limited extent. Vivien Schmidt (2020) described the national political
arena as ‘politics without policy’ because of the hollowing out of political options
by increasing the communitarisation of policies. However, CEE shows that we
can quite easily replace policy-based politics with symbolic and identity-based
politics. Dufek and Holzer (2016: 20-22) explained how the harmonisation with
the EU standards led first to de-politicisation and soon after to anti-liberal politi-
cal mobilisation by the nationalist and Eurosceptic forces. Vivien Schmidt aptly
calls this Europe-wide phenomenon ‘politics against policy’. The CEE laboratory
takes the lead in this respect, especially in the states where illiberal politicians
started to provide reforms and implement policies that consequently hamper
the smooth implementation of the acquis communautaire. We might mention
the ongoing debate on the new financial framework of the EU or the financial
aid related to the coronavirus pandemic and the stubborn defiance of Hungary
and Poland against any relationship between money and the assessment of
democratic standards. However, CEE is not alone in these trends; it’s just faster.

In general, CEE turned more swiftly from permissive consensus to constrain-
ing dissensus (Hooghe - Marks 2009) or even destructive dissensus (Hodson -
Puetter 2019). ‘European disunion’ (Palier et al. 2017) does not apply only to
economic and social disparities among the MS but within the particular MS too.
European integration did not reduce enough the gap between the losers and the
winners of the democratic transition. As we will see, it instead contributed to
reframing this gap and its political consequences into the discourse of winners
and losers of integration and globalisation.

The problem is, of course, not only in the rhetoric of populist and nationalist
politicians. Akalyiski and Welzel (2020: 18-19) suggest explaining Hungarian
and Polish democratic backlash with the fact that these two countries expe-
rienced a sharp increase in emancipative values in Europe after 1989, which
might have provoked the nationalist-conservative reaction. The losers and ‘their’
political parties reinforced the critique of the establishment by adding the EU
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dimension into domestic critique. We can add the acceptance or rejection of the
mainstream economic paradigm as another factor in the dispute between the
winners’ and losers’ perspectives. Bluhm and Varga (2018: 4-5) explain the rise
of CEE illiberal politics as a force opposing the dominant neo-liberal paradigm
since the beginning of the transition from communism in CEE. Of course, this
is not the only reason or explanation. Still, it is vital and well connected with
the role of the EU membership as a factor of polarisation of CEE politics. Mas-
sively illiberal discourse in the region was fed by accusations that neoliberal
economic principles inspired the austerity measures implemented by the EU
to fight the crisis, had an allegedly devastating impact on the local population,
and fostered ‘foreign’ instead of national economic interests (Agh 2019).

The depth of the economic crisis and its political impact vary widely in the
region. As Palier et al. (2017) demonstrated, the financial crisis increased
the level of social and economic disparity between the core and periphery of the
EU MS. It is surprising that after the crisis, the centre-periphery divide goes
across, rather than along, the East-West divide. Some CEE countries (Estonia,
Czechia, Poland, Slovakia and Slovenia) coped relatively well after the crisis and
became part of the centre. Although the crisis in the Eurozone had a profoundly
negative impact on most of the CEE countries, there is no direct link between
the level of economic decline and the level of illiberal backlash.

The Baltic States were damaged dramatically (Kattel - Ringa 2013), yet their
populist parties did not take an illiberal turn. Poland was the only EU country
with ongoing economic growth, yet the elections of 2015 established a govern-
ment of the national populist Law and Justice Party. The long-term coexistence of
socioeconomic and nationalistic cleavages in CEE, specifically the dominance of
the nationalistic cleavages in many countries of the region (Hlousek - Kopecek
2008), provides the explanation. Besides the politics of socioeconomic interests,
the cultural and value-defined axis of party competition and voter alignments
defines the regional political discourses and concerns. The inability to cope
with the economic decline led some political elites to change the discourse from
catching up with the West to blaming it for austerity measures.

The heated cultural wars and debates of the 1990s were reframed in the 2010s
due to the polycrisis of European integration. While economic problems alone
were not enough to stir up the once calm waters of tacit pro-EU consensus in
the region, the migration crisis, unfortunately, added fresh winds to the Euro-
sceptic sails.

V. When polycrisis exacerbates the problem

Migration issues stimulated increasing support of far-right and extremist po-
litical parties in CEE (Minkenberg 2017). The impact of the migration crisis on
party politics in Europe has included a very rapid politicisation of the migra-
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tion issues in CEE, where there was almost no politicisation of migration at all
before 2015 (Taggart — Szczerbiak 2018). In CEE, migration issues did not only
affect the far-right parties on the fringes or national conservative mainstream
parties like PiS or Fidesz. They increased soft Eurosceptic stances among his-
torically rather pro-integration parties like the Czech Social Democratic Party
and Slovak Smer. The migration crisis exacerbated trends towards a sinister
mixture of populism, Euroscepticism and sovereigntist discourses among CEE
parties. Traditional discourses that centred on the Roma minority, for example,
were reinforced with negative images of Muslim hordes flooding European
countries, who are allegedly supported by the EU migration policies (Stojarova
2018). Hungarian Fidesz, ruling since 2010 and radicalising its populist appeals
despite all expectations that incumbency pushes populists to the mainstream,
is a pars pro toto (Hegediis 2019).

As if in a Petri dish, the CEE mainstream discourse was affected and radi-
calised more quickly and broadly than in Western Europe, as a comparison of
Fico, Orban, Babis$ with Sebastian Kurz, Salvini or Mark Rutte would show.
The CEE lab can be used here to understand why mainstream politicians were
so vulnerable to far-right discourses and policies and, in general, the relation-
ship between the supply and demand sides in the process of securitisation of
migration and the radicalisation of popular and elite stances.

In CEE, the economic and migration crises (but not Brexit) reinforced the
supply side with new populist parties. They also affected the demand side pro-
foundly by deepening the realignment of voters and restructuring cleavages.
Empirical examinations of Western European cases have thus far received the
most attention. Kriesi et al. (2008) found that the traditional left-right divide,
based mainly on different socioeconomic policies and preferences, was com-
plemented in Western Europe with the cultural axis dividing inclusion from
demarcation. Once firmly socially rooted, political choices are now more fluid,
and cleavages are not only products of the winner-loser societal divide but are
actively constructed by political parties.

Is this a purely Western phenomenon? When reading, after almost three
decades, Herbert Kitschelt’s famous paper (1992), a reader might have a feeling
of déjd-vu. Early in the period of democratic transition, Kitschelt (1992: 17) had
already identified the axis dividing liberal and cosmopolitan parties from their
authoritarian and particularist counterparts. In the CEE lab, social cleavages can
be seen to have been replaced by the harsh and rapid modernisation that took
place during the communist regimes. After 1989, the increasing importance of
‘politically constructed’ cleavages accompanied a further decline in firm social
divisions (Hlousek - Kopecek 2008). After the Eastern Enlargement, the CEE
winners and losers’ cleavage of economic transformation more closely resembles
that of Western Europe, with people feeling either that they benefit or suffer
from Europeanisation and globalisation.
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The CEE lab can help understand how the populist parties reframed the los-
ers’ part of the story using more and more socio-cultural narratives of demarca-
tion against the ‘others’ rather than a traditional class approach. This has been
the case with populist parties in Western Europe, too, so comparative research
can benefit from a larger sample of cases. Even more meticulous analyses of the
CEE cases are needed to understand the patterns and dynamics of politicisation
of the EU by fringe as well as mainstream parties. Here, the CEE countries offer
a model where the permissive consensus of the masses and the active enthusi-
asm of the elites transitioned into markedly diverse and contested stances of
both, and this has seemingly happened overnight and with clear traces. There-
fore, in the next part, let us discuss the politicisation of European integration
and the importance of adding the CEE context.

VI. How CEE can help to understand the politicisation of the EU

Scholars of the EU have used politicisation as a buzzword covering many differ-
ent issues and manifestations since the late 1990s (de Wilde 2011). Politicisa-
tion as a combination of diverging public opinion, strategies of political parties
and increasing the importance of identity-based politics that has been leading
to the end of permissive consensus was theoretically rooted in Hooghe and
Marks’s (2009) postfunctionalism. The empirical rise of anti-EU resentments
and Eurosceptic political actors in many countries of the EU have fuelled the
latest debates. The idea that politicisation stems from the transfer of political
authority matched explanations of politicisation as a product of strategic choice,
economic interests or re-construction of cleavages (de Wilde et al. 2016: 10-12).
In all of the cases, the attention was shifted to the space of the national political
arena and competition of political actors within the MS, where politicisation can
be conceptualised as a rising salience, expansion of actors involved in the debate
as well as the polarisation of a particular topic (Grande - Hutter 2016: 25-26).

Hutter and Kriesi (2019) argued that the polycrisis did not lead to the same
degree of politicisation of EU issues in CEE as it did in North-western and
Southern Europe. As Havlik and Smekal (2022) showed, this is not necessarily
so. While a sample including Hungary, Latvia, Poland and Romania confirms
Hutter and Kriesi’s findings, a selection including Czechia, Slovakia and Esto-
nia would show a rising trend of politicisation. The same applies when we look
at the level of ‘Europeanisation’ of electoral campaigns in CEE, which means
the degree to which the CEE EP elections are dealing with EU-related issues.
Analysis of the 2019 EP elections shows quite different degrees and various
sources of Europeanisation. In Hungary and Romania, the campaigns dealt al-
most purely with domestic topics. The campaign was moderately Europeanised
in the Czech Republic and highly Europeanised in Estonia (HlouSek - Kaniok
2020: 286-287). It confirms the research of Emanuelle et al. (2020), who
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analysed the emerging integration-demarcation cleavage in the results of the
EP elections. They demonstrated that variations of the salience of this cleav-
age cut clearly across any East-West divide. There is no specific CEE pattern.
In Croatia, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania or Slovenia, they did not find even the
emergence of a ‘demarcation bloc’ (i.e. parties fighting against globalisation
and Europeanisation). In Hungary, they detected this cleavage in the embryonic
phase, while Czechia, Estonia, Poland and Slovakia were in the stage of full
political mobilisation. No CEE country reached the maturity level of integration
and demarcation cleavage, but only three MS did so at all: Austria, Finland and
Greece (Emanuele et al. 2020: 11-13).

Central Eastern Europe can thus serve as a lab where we can set aside many
external factors, such as length of membership, and focus on how domestic
actors foster or subdue politicisation of the EU issues. Comparative research
covering the CEE countries would contribute to expanding the debate on the
sources of politicisation of the EU in party politics on the genuinely European
level. The lab can serve to test the different conditions for politicisation, such
as cleavages and partisan divides cutting across (Hutter — Kriesi 2019) or re-
placing (Hooghe - Marks 2018) existing cleavages, level of public Euroscepti-
cism (Green-Pedersen 2012), the role of those who oppose the EU as agents of
politicisation (de Wilde et al. 2016) or the triggering role of the Eurozone and
migration crises (Grande - Hutter 2016, Zeitlin et al. 2019). After a period of
idyllic expectation of a sort of civilisational leap forward after reaching EU mem-
bership, some CEE MS display rapid processes of turning remote international
conflicts (de Wilde - Lord 2016) over the EU-related issues into domestic ones
involving the masses, parties, media, and public discourses and increasing the
salience of the EU topic. The CEE lab is also a proper place to test the Eurosceptic
challenges caused by the pandemic and the Ukrainian war.

Hutter and Kriesi’s (2016: 1001) remark that we have to see ‘conflicts over
Europe as being embedded in the broader long-term restructuring of conflict
structures’ is essential here. The ‘polycleavage’ triggered by the EU polycrisis
(Zeitlin et al. 2019: 966) matches strange bedfellows and undermines the ability
of the actors to seek necessary compromises, no less in CEE than in Western
Europe. The ‘politics trap’ (Zeitlin et al. 2019: 967-968) producing integration
deadlocks is fuelled no less from CEE than it is fuelled from Western or South-
ern European MS.

Ziirn (2016: 177) discussed the impact of politicisation on the further institu-
tionalisation of the EU. While looking at how the EU is politicised in CEE poli-
tics, which is typically driven by the negative framing of the EU by Eurosceptic
nationalist politicians, we can add a concern about the institutionalisation of
a liberal democratic polity in the member states. The danger of destabilisation
of the liberal democratic institutions is less at stake in ‘old’ member states than
in the ‘new’ ones. On the other hand, the CEE can work as a lab for scholars who
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want to examine the most probable agents of democratic backsliding since there
are the same suspects all around Europe. The difference between CEE and WE
is in scope, virulence and success more than in illiberal agents’ mechanisms,
manifestations and rhetoric. In CEE, the virulence of illiberal policies is more
robust, as is the scope of illiberal political actors and their political success. As
Ekaterina Rashkova (2021: 239) put it: CEE ‘can be said to be the catalyst to
a debate on the EU governance model and its democratic legitimacy’.

The EU’s polycrisis blends with the illiberal challenges of CEE politics emerg-
ing with the full EU membership of the vast majority of countries in the region.
Study of these interlocked processes can therefore help us to understand how
the national dynamics of politicisation have an impact on the EU level (de Wil-
de et al. 2015) and, of course, how they work the other way around (Ares et al.
2017) in the more and more complex system of EU multilevel governance.
Increasing politicisation makes us think in terms of multilevel politics, both
in the West and CEE.

VII. Instead of a conclusion: What is the CEE lab good for?

Hanspeter Kriesi (2020) assessed the general trends of democracy in Europe,
showing that democracy is still on the rise. Citizens are supporting liberal
democratic politics, although they tend to be dissatisfied with the performance
of democratically elected political leaders, especially during the period when
Europe faced an economic crisis. Left and right challenger parties attacking the
incumbent political elites are on the rise. However, at the same time, they can
function as a democratic corrective, increasing the long-run responsiveness of
the elites to the citizens. Moreover, trapped in governmental responsibility,
populist challengers typically face many constraints.

We can remain optimistic and subscribe to Kriesi’s point of view. This, how-
ever, does not mean that we shan’t care about the more or less deteriorating
quality of policies, politics and sometimes even polities (like in Hungary and
Poland) in the region. Dissatisfaction produced by the feelings of the ‘losers’
is on the rise, fuelled most recently by diverging opinions on European inte-
gration and fears drawn from the real or alleged implications of the migration
crisis. Rising Euroscepticism is one of the typical responses since there are
many losers of globalisation and Europeanisation too. The constraints and
limits imposed on the left and right populist challengers might be insufficient
to stop such parties from breaking through or preventing the implementation
of an illiberal programme.

Many scholars say that the problem of political science is the lack of a lab
to use for experiments. On the other hand, we do have history, and we do have
comparisons that might compensate for this ‘insufficiency’. Is this not a call for
a real pan-European comparative political science in which, sometimes, CEE
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can serve as a kind of Iab even for those researchers whose interests have never
crossed the Elbe river?

The main takeaway from this paper is that the CEE lab can serve as a regional
microcosm of existing, emerging as well as contained elements of illiberal
backlash. Central Eastern Europe is neither doomed to de-democratise nor is
Western Europe perfectly resilient against illiberal political trends. The CEE lab
is testing challenges and resilience mechanisms in more ‘extreme’ conditions.
The CEE lab offers a sample of variations broad enough to show macro-trends
and analyse the subtler mechanisms through which illiberal politicians are
gaining momentum.

The unique configuration of the polycrisis of European integration and the
illiberal challenges mitigated only partially by the EU membership in CEE allows
us to study the intersection of socioeconomic and cultural-identity cleavages.
As the CEE lab shows, the role of the EU’s politicisation under the conditions
of the recent polycrisis is a vital part of such study. In the CEE lab, we can dis-
regard many external factors, such as length of membership, and focus on how
domestic actors foster or subdue the politicisation of EU issues.

As far as the mechanisms are concerned, we can use the CEE lab to under-
stand the affection of mainstream politicians for radical discourses on the Eu-
ropean Union in general or migration, minority rights and liberal democratic
institutions in particular. We can use the lab to understand the methods used
by populist politicians to reframe discourses that appeal to the ‘losers’ of Eu-
ropeanisation from socioeconomic to identity-based narratives of demarcation
from ‘the others’. The CEE lab explains the varieties of democratic swerve as
well as resilience during the COVID-19 pandemic (Guasti - Bustikova 2022).
The CEE lab shows the role of a specific type of leadership in the promotion of
illiberal values as well as the defence mechanisms employed by liberal politi-
cians, civil society or media.
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