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Abstract

Political sociology suggests two inter-related leadership trends in advanced democracies: the
increasing prominence of political leaders, and the waning influence of political parties, especially
the ideological-programmatic ‘mass parties’ or Volksparteien. These trends intensified and rein-
forced each other over the last 30–40 years resulting in a rapidly changing physiognomy of con-
temporary democracy. Democratic politics becomes more elite driven, mass-mediated and populist
in style than in the past. Moreover, the power and elite structures in advanced democracies, as
well as the electoral competition, increasingly resemble what Weber labelled ‘leader democracy’.
The shift towards ‘leader democracy’ has coincided with the processes of party-voter dealignment
and decline of political parties, the rise of the electronic mass media, and the ascendancy of pow-
erful leaders–reformers in the ‘core’ liberal democracies. The sociological argument about the shift
is anchored in a theoretical framework derived from works of Max Weber and Joseph Schumpet-
er. It depicts democratic political leaders as key political actors embedded in broader elites, moti-
vated by determination and commitment, and empowered by the resources of modern states and
the mass media.

Leadership trends

Many observers of contemporary democratic politics, especially election campaigns in
advanced democracies, note the rising profile and increasing political influence of political
leaders, or strictly speaking small leadership groups forming around top political office-holders
and candidates.1 These leadership groups utilise the mass media to develop high profiles,
often a celebrity image, in order to win voters’ trust and support during election cam-
paigns. Moreover, they also play an increasingly central role in governing elites. This
trend towards the growing profile and centrality of leaders has often been analysed as a
‘personalisation’ and ‘presidentialisation’ of democratic politics, and as a shift towards ‘lea-
der democracy’ – a political configuration in which leaders play the major role in gener-
ating mass trust and electoral mandates – authorisations.2

Before summarising this shift towards ‘leader democracy’, three initial clarifications are
necessary. First, in all contemporary democracies political leadership is exercised competi-
tively (i.e. involving ‘leaders of opposition’) and by small leadership groups – rather than
individuals – which comprise not only leadership candidates, but also their deputies (or
‘running mates’), heads of major parties (including opposition parties), and the most
trusted advisors of successful leaders. Such leadership groups – the ‘courts’, the ‘inner
circles’, the ‘core executives’ – are themselves leader-centred, but vary in their size and
composition. Second, the high profile and influence of political leaders should not be
conflated with successful (‘good’) leadership. Some high profile leaders, like John
F. Kennedy, proved successful in delivering on public expectations; some, like Silvio
Berlusconi, proved unsuccessful. High profile leaders, in other words, are not necessarily
‘good’ leaders. Third, the ‘leadership ascendancy’, as argued below, should be seen as
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positional (structural), rather than personal. In the absence of competent leadership
incumbents, the afflicted polity may become ‘leaderless’ – a configuration diagnosed in
some advanced democracies today.3

Examples of high-profile democratic leaders abound both in the presidential and parlia-
mentary systems: Ronald Reagan, George W. Bush and Barak Obama in the United
States; Margaret Thatcher and Tony Blair in the UK; Helmut Kohl, Gerhard Schroeder
and Angela Merkel in Germany; Bob Hawke, Paul Keating and Kevin Rudd in Australia;
George Mitterrand and Nicholas Sarkozy in France; Michail Gorbachev, Boris Yeltsin
and Vladimir Putin in SU ⁄Russia; Lech Walesa and Jaroslaw Kaczynski in Poland; Nelson
Mandela in South Africa, Junichiro Koizumi in Japan; Silvio Berlusconi in Italy, Viktor
Orban in Hungary, etc. All these leaders acquired high profiles, won electoral contests,
and surrounded themselves with ‘inner circles’, ‘courts’, ‘kitchen cabinets’, ‘core execu-
tives’, ‘central cliques’. They gained, at least initially, very high public approval, as well as
enormous influence over their governments, parliamentary colleagues and parties.4 Most
of them became the main agents of social–political change, including ‘peaceful revolu-
tions’ (like Walesa in Poland, Gorbachev and Yeltsin in Russia, and Mandela in South
Africa); political ‘turnarounds’ (like Reagan in the USA, and Thatcher in the UK), and
party reforms (like Thatcher, Blair and Kohl), and frequently formed their own leader-
centred ‘parties of power’ (like Yeltsin, Walesa, and Berlusconi). Thus Margaret Thatcher
changed the character of the British Conservative Party by promoting ‘dry’ ‘New Con-
servatism’. Similarly, Tony Blair re-shaped the Labour Party in Britain into a ‘New
Labour’, and Lech Walesa formed (and re-formed) at least three major parties in post-
1989 Poland. The governments such prominent leaders formed often adopted their names
– Thatcher government, Bush administration, Walesa team, Mandela regime – and many
parties became ‘leader parties’, that it, power vehicles and cheer squads for their leaders.
They dominated media coverage through monopolising announcements of ‘the news’,
innovating, creating political conflicts and scandalising. In many cases leaders gave their
name to entire political strategies (Thatcherism, Reaganism), and to political celebrity
cults (‘Obamania’, ‘Sarkomania’).

Such high profiles and celebrity cults, needless to say, are to a large extent the products
of the highly ‘mass mediated’ political communication and competition. Highly publi-
cised and competitive electoral campaigns – which often extend to the entire political
term of office – turn into media contests over the public image of leaders. As electoral
and media studies suggest, image shaping becomes a major pre-requisite of electoral suc-
cess, and in media coverage the key leadership figures increasingly dominate over parties
and their platforms.5 Therefore, it is not surprising that the rising profiles of leaders coin-
cided with the ‘colonisation’ of electoral campaigns by the mass media and with the
ascendancy of ‘media democracy’.6

More significant than the high media profiles, though less widely publicised, are the
increasing powers and ‘executive prerogatives’ won by political leaders – usually ‘at the
expense’ of formerly influential party officials and government ‘mandarins’, the top
public ⁄ civil servants. When they ‘prove themselves’ successful in electoral contests,
political leaders (rather than party caucuses) can now appoint ‘leadership teams’, form
(kitchen) cabinets, direct government policies, and reshape party programs. It is little
exaggeration to portray such leaders as the key social actors who accumulate an increasing
amount of influence in their hands, but who continue to respect the democratic rules of
competition.

This centralisation of influence in the leadership ‘courts’ accompanies a shift in public
perceptions of leaders: from initial suspicion (especially by the left) to popular approval.
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Leaders who are decisive, consistent and firm, who cultivate an attractive image and
maintain high media profiles, are now applauded by both their colleagues and mass pub-
lics. In fact, all political candidates are increasingly assessed in terms of their leadership tal-
ent, skills and capabilities (‘appeal’). Even if such leaders fail to deliver ⁄perform and leave
the political scene in ignominy (like Berlusconi), they leave behind powerful legacies of
their rule. Moreover, voters increasingly expect to see strong and decisive leaders; and
they penalise with disapproval ‘weak’ or ‘poor’ leadership.7

Perhaps the most striking feature of this ‘new breed’ of powerful political leaders is
their popular, one is tempted to say charismatic, appeal through powerful media images.
Leaders and the mass media develop a symbiotic relation whereby the former provide a
constant stream of information and commentary necessary to sustain the 24 h news cycles,
and the latter serve as rostrums and amplifiers. Media to a large extent create (and
destroy) leaders; leaders and their teams, especially the burgeoning media-PR ‘spin’
machines, utilise media to sustain attractive images and, most importantly, project these
images to the public. This increasing leader-centricity cum image-dependency is perhaps
most clearly reflected in the mass media coverage of election campaigns. Political leaders,
often propelled by mass movements – or their carefully crafted images – dominate the
media coverage and identity politics, especially since the 1970s.8

Leaders are also increasingly granted electoral trust, confidence and support, in contrast
to the withdrawal of such support for political parties, parliaments, and even the general
bodies of ‘politicians’. It is as if voters started to turn away from the old repositories of
their trust – programmatic–ideological parties, parliaments and governmental bureaucra-
cies – and re-directed their trust and attention to persons who symbolise national goals
and aspirations: political leaders.9 It is such leaders, rather than party programs, that win
electoral contests by presenting an attractive ‘leadership image’, by using oratory and
demagogy, and by manipulating public perceptions and emotions, while political parties
gradually change into the equivalents of horse-race syndicates desperately looking for suc-
cessful leader-winners.10

Political competition, in other words, increasingly concentrates on leaders’ image and
performance, the latter closely identified with political and economic outcomes. Election
campaigns gradually transform into contests between competing images of leaders, and
into leadership referenda in which voters chose between rival leader images, rather than
competing ideologies or policy programs. This coincides with the decomposition of ideo-
logical ‘packages’ and traditional party platforms. They decline together with waning
party loyalties and identities. Freed from the old ideological commitments, as well as from
the bonds of traditional party loyalties, voters respond well to the (often populist and
demagogic) appeals of competing leaders – a process akin to political seduction. Those
leaders who project themselves as trustworthy and persuasive, who succeed in developing
an attractive image (responsive but strong, determined and consistent), win the mass elec-
toral contest.11

The leader-centric trend coincides with a gradual weakening of political parties, espe-
cially the major ideological–programmatic ‘mass parties’ or Volksparteien, whose director-
ates were the key actors shaping the democratic politics of the post-WWII era, and
whose top officials were the main rivals of political leaders. The symptoms of weakening
have been diagnosed in almost all advanced democracies: shrinking membership; narrow-
ing public support; declining public trust; waning loyalty of voters; and – perhaps most
importantly – declining influence on policies. This weakening – old but accelerating since
the 1970s – is reflected in declining membership, party–voter dealignment, the
ascendancy of mass movements and proliferation of movement-spawned ‘independent’
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groups and politicians, as well as the emergence of quasi-party movements and faction-
allied electoral ‘super-PACs’ (in the United States).12 The proportion of citizens in Eur-
ope belonging to a political party has declined from about 1 in 8 half a century ago to
about 1 in 100 today, and the number of elected ‘independents’ has been growing since
the 1970s together with the increasing popularity of single cause movements, civic initia-
tives, local activism, all typically indifferent or hostile to party ‘officialdoms’. Parties are
looked at with growing suspicion by voters who see them as responsible for distorting
the ‘popular will’ and deepening the ‘democratic deficit’.13 While major parties weaken,
their ‘officialdoms’ – often derisively referred to as ‘party bureaucrats’, ‘factional bosses’
and ‘faceless men’ – lose their power and influence.

Theoretical framework

Leader-centric trends have often been interpreted in terms of ‘personalisation’ and ‘presi-
dentialisation’ of politics. These accounts contain some inaccuracies. It is not the person-
alities of political leaders, critics argue, that are at the centre of political process and
media attention, but their ‘leadership qualities’ and media images. What is distinctive in
contemporary politics is the importance placed on ‘leadership talents’ and ‘skills’ – the tal-
ent to inspire trust and confidence, the capacity to persuade, mobilise and direct mass
followers, the ability to communicate with mass voters–supporters. This is captured better
by such relational concepts as ‘persuasive skills’ and ‘charisma’ than by any characteristics
of individuals and ⁄or their ‘personalities’. Students of ‘presidentialisation’, in turn, are crit-
icised for ignoring the fact that leader-centric trends have been diagnosed in both the
parliamentary and presidential systems. Recent presidential campaigns have involved more
leader-centred and demagogic contests than in the past. They have also resulted in more
‘imperial’ presidencies. This is why we prefer a sociological interpretation that portrays
the leader-centric trends in the context of a gradual shift toward ‘leader democracy’ – a type
of representative or elite democracy in which the central role in establishing and cultivat-
ing the electoral mandate–authorisation is played by political leaders.14 The increasing
electoral centrality, the dominant power position and the high media profile of political
leaders all reflect a shift in structural configuration within the political elite – a shift from the
party-centric configuration typical of the post-WWII era to the leader-centric configura-
tion dominating since the 1970s–80s.

As mentioned before, the theoretical foundations for these conceptualised leader-
centric trends and ‘leader democracy’ were laid a century ago by Max Weber15 and
Joseph Schumpeter.16 While it was Weber who forged the concept and coined the term
‘leader democracy’,17 both thinkers saw political leaders as key elements of modern ‘rul-
ing minorities’ – as charismatic mobilisers of the masses (Weber) and political entrepre-
neurs–innovators (Schumpeter). Modernisation and mass democratisation, according to
Weber and Schumpeter, did not diminish the importance of leaders, but elevated mass
electoral competitions to the status of being the defining feature of modern (and necessar-
ily representative on the national level) democracy. Modern mass democracies, they
stressed, rely on leaders no less than non-democratic regimes, though democratic leaders
differ from their non-democratic counterparts in their readiness to compete regularly for
mass votes. Effective and talented leaders – especially those with ‘oratory charisma’ – play
an increasingly important role in mass electoral competitions. They win the ‘confidence
of the masses’ and secure mass compliance. They integrate national elites and shape
coherent political strategies for governments. Therefore ‘leaderless democracy’ is vulnera-
ble to confusion, fragmentation, ‘bureaucratic inertia’ and political gridlock. Without
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good political leaders who provide direction and meaning to political processes, politics
tends to be narrowly focussed on institutional rituals and bureaucratic procedures.

Seen through this Weberian–Schumpeterian theoretical lens, leaders play a central role
in modern democracies – not as sole autocratic rulers, but as necessary and important
mass mobilisers, goal-setters and visionaries. They should not be confused with Caesarist
autocrats, who hold exclusive, personalised and arbitrary power. Democratic leaders
always compete for power with their rivals, ‘co-dominate’ with other elite groups, and com-
plement three other key components of political elite: professional parliamentary politi-
cians, party directorates (‘officialdoms’) and top government bureaucrats (‘mandarins’).
While all four components perform vital political functions and complement each other,
the central structural cleavage within modern political elites has always between the elec-
tive–democratic and appointed–bureaucratic elite components, the former typically represented
by political leaders and their parliamentary allies, the latter by party-bureaucratic director-
ates. Depending on who dominates in this quadrangle of power, different types of
democracy emerge, with ‘leader democracy’ and ‘party democracy’ regarded as the most
frequent types. In the former, charismatic leaders (and their ‘courts’) dominate, often
allied with groups of parliamentary backers; in ‘party democracy’, by contrast, party direc-
torates dominate, often allied with top governmental bureaucrats. Of course, one can also
observe ‘leadership vacuums’ resulting in directionless and fractured ‘leaderless democra-
cies’. The two main configurations can be presented in a tabular and ‘ideal-typical’ form
(see Table 1).

Modern democracies, Weber suggests, tend to oscillate between these two types, with
occasional leadership vacuums pushing them in the direction of ‘leaderless democracy’.
When party directorates achieve the dominant position (and ‘castrate the charisma’ of
ambitious leaders), the elite structure and the accompanying power configuration approx-
imate ‘party democracy’. Political leaders turn into faithful party heads, and party pro-
grams ⁄ platforms win the trust and confidence of mass voters. When parties weaken and
power configurations change, popular leaders take their place. They start to play central
roles in winning electoral mandate–authorisations, in unifying elites, and in shaping

Table 1. Two types of modern elite democracy (elite structure and power configuration)

Leader democracy Party democracy

Dominant elite segment Leaders (elected) Party–bureaucratic heads (appointed)
Central political role Leadership, inspiration political

mobilisation
Headship, administration political
coordination

Mandate-authorisation
obtained by

Leadership ⁄ charismatic quality
innovation, entrepreneurship

Adherence to party program experience,
party loyalty

Mandate based on Leaders’ appeal Political-party interests
Key timing Election campaign Past performance
Constituencies Mobilised ‘belts’ (e.g. Bible) Structural, cleavage-based
Voters’ focus Leadership talent, appeal image,

charisma
Party program and issues party loyalty,
consistency

Qualities valued by voters Trustworthy, determined Predictable, consistent
Voter considerations Appeal, trust Interest, loyalty
Voting Inspired, impulsive Deliberate, loyal-traditional
Elite structure Leader-centred Party ⁄ program-centred
Elite integration Around leaders Around platform and ideology
Typical alliance With parliamentary groups With top government ‘mandarins’
Party type & function Leader or spoils party Programmatic–ideological party
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political strategies. If ⁄when such leaders fail or disappear, politics becomes ‘leaderless’ –
directionless and bureaucratised – or returns to a party-centric form. While neither
Weber nor Schumpeter provided a clear explanation of the dynamics of change–oscilla-
tion between various types of democracy, they nevertheless gave two important clues.
They suggested a ‘path dependency’ – the failure of one type paves the way for the
ascendency of the other major type – and they specified some conditions conducive to
(in affinity with) each type. Thus a failure of ‘party democracy’ encourages a power bid
by able leaders–reformers and vice versa. Moreover, ‘party democracy’ tends to develop
and reproduce itself at times of political stability, and ‘leader democracy’ is more likely to
emerge at times of crises and mass anxieties.18

From ‘party democracy’ to ‘leader democracy’

The three decades of post-WWII reconstruction and growth in the industrialised West
spawned ‘party democracies’ – political power configurations in which the central role
was played by ideologically organised ‘machines’ of mass ‘people’s’ or ‘cleavage’ parties
(Volksparteien) headed by entrenched ‘party directorates’. There were some variations,
though. Political power in America, and in other presidential systems, was always more
leader-centred than in the European parliamentary systems; but even the American presi-
dency has experienced a shift in the final decades of the century towards more ‘imperial’
style, and more populist campaigns, with more polarised and leader-centred competition.
The Western European parliamentary democracies had approximated ‘party democracy’
until the final decades of the twentieth century. This was facilitated by a popular backlash
against the extremism of non-democratic leaders – Mussolini, Hitler and Stalin – as well
as the dictatorial leader-cults in Soviet-dominated parts of Europe. The popular ‘leader-
phobia’ helped in imposing collegial constraints on political decisions in leading Western
democracies, and prompted the executive ruling minorities to keep a low political profile.
Party democracy was also facilitated by the initial successes of party–democratic regimes.
The post-war decades were regarded as a halcyon period of growth and stability, not
conducive to generating reformist charismatic leadership. Steady economic growth,
expanding consumption and welfare reforms reflected party-engineered political deals and
‘armistices’ between the major social forces. These ‘neo-corporatist’ deals were cut and
maintained by consensual, widely integrated and party-dominated national elites.19 Head-
ship, rather than leadership, characterised national politics. High profile political leaders
were exceptional figures, standing out in a political world that was increasingly dominated
by party–state directorates. The major parties were socially anchored in well-organised
and loyal mass constituencies easily mobilised during organised electoral campaigns with
the use of familiar ideological–programmatic appeals that asserted and reinforced the
party–voter alliances.

Three developments changed this political landscape through the 1960s–1980s. First,
there was a gradual decline in support for major Volksparteien, especially those relying on
class cleavage, identity and loyalty – the process of party–voter dealignment. Second, the
mass media, especially the new electronic and ‘visual’ media, entered political communi-
cation – and promoted the politics of competing images. Third, almost all Western socie-
ties experienced first, a powerful wave of mobilisation of left–libertarian and reformist–
democratic movements, followed by a backlash mobilisation of right–conservative
movements, as well as the ascendancy of strong leaders–reformers who demolished party
‘directorates’ and the allied bureaucratic ‘mandarinates’. Both developments ended the
‘halcyon years’. The emerging leaders–reformers over-ruled or ignored the party–bureaucratic
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corporatist deals and refashioned party programs, sometimes by re-directing party strate-
gies, sometimes by creating their own parties of power. All these developments have
intensified over the last 30-40 years, and reinforced each other. They initiated elite
re-structuring and a shift towards a new elite configuration approximating – obviously to
varying degrees –’leader democracy’. This shift towards leader-centric democracy should
be seen as a part of general processes of political modernisation, rather than an anomaly
or a decline of democracy.

The main characteristics of the ‘leader democratic’ configuration are summarised in
Table 1, in contrast with the features of ‘party democracy’. In ‘leader democracy’, the
political action of leaders (‘leadership groups’) secures electoral mandates and directs the
political process. Action is motivated principally by the political will, determination and
commitment of the actual and aspiring leaders, and is exercised through mass mediated
persuasion that actively and competitively shapes the public preferences of mass voters.
The appeals of leaders give more ‘substance’ and meaning to political processes than the
formalised bureaucratic procedures associated with the ‘classical’ models of democracy.
Competitive elections – the mass-mediated contests for executive leadership of the state –
are the key elements of the contemporary leader–democratic process. They provide not
only the opportunity for leaders to generate ‘the confidence of the masses’ (Weber’s
term) and exercise ‘competitive political entrepreneurship’ (Schumpeter’s term), but they
also form the main testing grounds for potential and aspiring leaders. Elections integrate
elites and enhance a sense of dignity among voters who gain the status of ‘king-makers’
in the leadership contests. Periodic competitive elections also allow leaders to innovate
and to formally discharge what is widely seen as public responsibility cum accountability
in the sense of making promises and generating expectations that are publicly ‘assessed’ in
subsequent electoral cycles. Thus the main aspect of democratic representation is achieved
through active political leadership, as opposed to statistical ‘mirroring’, aggregation or
deliberative self-adjustment of citizens’ preferences.

… and beyond

As the theory suggests, the leader-centric configuration is not the ‘end of history’. Like
the preceding configurations, it is likely to evolve and change. The main threat to ‘leader
democracy’, warned Weber a century ago, is a leadership vacuum. This is when party
machines, bureaucrats and ‘politicians without vocation’ direct and shape national policies
in an increasingly chaotic or ineffective manner. Leadership vacuums occur when elites
are unable to groom politicians with leadership qualities. The vacuum is filled by medioc-
rities, opportunists, demagogues, and ⁄or party hacks. While political gridlocks paralyse
fragmented elites, public confidence declines thus starting a vicious cycle of inertia, chaos
and further de-legitimation.

The more the political elite depends on leaders as a source of dynamism, direction and
internal cohesion, the more dangerous are such states of leadership vacuum. This danger
is seldom appreciated, and very few elites develop good mechanisms for the systematic
selection and grooming of talented leaders. While Weber attributed this weakness to
egalitarian–democratic illusions (that anyone can be good leader), populist pressures and
competitive envy (especially among the parliamentarians and party officials who normally
hate strong leaders), contemporary analysts point to a number of ‘systemic’ causes: poor
political recruitment, bureaucratic career constraints, and excessive burdens cum stresses,
all producing inevitable burnouts. The democratic–egalitarian ethos remains hostile to a
notion of leadership selection and grooming, but most party establishments appreciate
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leadership talent. Party selectorates, however, are seldom sensitive enough to recognise
such leadership talent, and instead of talent-spotting they select either loyal, complacent
but mediocre ‘party servants’, often lawyers, or turn to spectacular media celebrities, who
almost inevitably fail. The promotion channels, especially when controlled by party appa-
rata, can stifle the rise of talented leadership candidates. Moreover, even when successful,
the new recruits face a danger of early burnout – often afflicting the most talented and
ambitious leaders. Such leaders are easily overwhelmed by duties, contradictory expecta-
tions, stress and media over-exposure, especially if there is no concerted effort by col-
leagues to protect and support them. In many cases, talented candidates undergo a
political equivalent of ‘trial by fire’ with few survivors. A single error may derail a prom-
ising political career, especially when amplified by the opposition and publicised by the
scandal-hungry media. This results in a poor – sometimes even negative – political selec-
tion, and a short supply of talented leaders.

‘Leader democracies’ are also vulnerable to leadership failures. Because of their central-
ity, national political leaders can inflict a lot of damage by failing in their performance,
especially by making repeated or systematic errors. Particularly vulnerable are ‘untried’,
‘untested’ and poorly politically prepared candidates, whose shortcomings are initially well
hidden, and who can compensate for the lack of leadership qualities by developing attrac-
tive media images and ⁄or oratory gloss. In the media-saturated environment, such skilful
image manipulators may easily reach the highest office, especially if propelled by powerful
sectional interests, public anxieties and media hypes. The damage they inflict, combined
with the widespread public anxiety, opens the way for elite restructuring and a shift
towards a different power configuration and political elite structure.

Final clarifications

There are at least three common confusions creeping into the debates about leadership:
(i) between descriptive arguments (about increasing centrality of leaders) and normative
arguments (approval of leadership); (ii) between strong leadership with effective leader-
ship; and (iii) between strong leadership and autocracy.

It should be apparent that the arguments about the contemporary trends in democratic
leadership are descriptive – they aim at accurate, realistic and objective interpretation of
the current trends, rather than their evaluation. If any normative standards are used, they
are only referring to the ‘realism’ of the proposed interpretation. We must also stress
again that the centrality and prominence of political leaders should not be confused with
their effective and successful performance, that is, with fulfilling the popular expectations
of prosperity, stability and individual dignity. Indeed, the most prominent and high pro-
file leaders vary widely in their success. Some (e.g. Mandela, Walesa, Merkel) proved
very successful in delivering desirable outcomes; others (e.g. Berlusconi, Bush Jr, Sarkozy)
proved much less successful; and the legacies of many more (e.g. Thatcher, Reagan,
Kohl) are hotly disputed. Regardless of the popular assessments of success ⁄ failure, though,
they all proved powerful political actors, key reformers and agents of change (sometimes
destructive change). Moreover, all these leaders sustained strong democracies, and man-
aged to reconcile strong leadership with democratic ideals. This is very important because
the two – strong leadership and democracy – were at odds for a very long time following
the disasters of fascism, Nazism and communism. The bloody legacies of Fuhrer (Hitler),
Duce (Mussolini), and Vozhd (Stalin) generated a long-lasting political leader-phobia, and
prompted a theoretical divorce between leadership and democracy lasting the entire
generation.
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Finally, one should stress again that leader-centrism should not be confused with creep-
ing autocracy, technocracy, political tutelage, or ‘despotic democracy’ (Tocqueville’s
term). The latter forms of undemocratic leadership do not involve the systematic competi-
tion for leadership and ⁄or discharging of public responsibility that lie at the heart of demo-
cratic governments. In contrast with autocratic leader ‘cults’, modern ‘leader democracy’
fulfils the minimal criteria of representative democracy: it is competitive, relies on popular
electoral mandate–authorisation, and safeguards minimum public responsibility of leaders
by exposing them to cyclical electoral tests. It is also compatible with ‘democratic elitism’.
Thus the proposed theoretical model of ‘leader democracy’ helps in further reconciling
democratic principles and practices with modern elite theory.
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Dalton and Wattenberg (2000) and Dalton et al. (2012). Leadership images in the mass media are analysed by Stan-
yer (2007).
9 Declining trust in parties and politicians is discussed by Dalton and Wattenberg (2000), Dalton (2012) and (as
‘democratic deficit’) by Norris (2011).
10 The electoral impact of leaders is analysed by Graetz and McAllister (1987), Bean (1993), Bean and Mughan
(1989), Blondel (1987, 2005), and more recently by Karvonen (2010), and Kees et al. (2011).
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11 See, for example, Meyer (2004), t’Hart and Uhr (2011). The process of ‘political seduction’ is discussed by Hart
(1999).
12 See Wattenberg (1998), Dalton and Wattenberg (2000), Mair and van Biezen (2001), Dalton (2012) and Dalton
et al. (2012).
13 See, for example, Abjorensen (2010) and Norris (2011).
14 See Körösényi (2005), Pakulski and Higley (2008), Pakulski and Körösényi (2012).
15 Weber (1919, 1978: 1375–462), Pakulski (2012).
16 Schumpeter (1943 ⁄ 1987).
17 Weber elaborated the concept of ‘leader democracy’ (Führer Demokratie) mainly in his analyses of charismatic
leadership and its routinisation (1978: 266–88), and his critiques of contemporary German politics as ‘leaderless’
(1919; 1978: 1381–469). ‘Leader democracy’ referred to a broad historical ‘family of types’ ranging from autocratic
Bonapartism to modern democratic forms. Modern forms emerged in the process of mass democratisation.
18 For further details see Pakulski and Körösényi (2012).
19 See, for example, Schmitter and Lehmbruch (1979), Field and Higley (1980), Higley and Burton (2006), Judt
(2005), Best and Higley (2010). This elite configuration was described in Germany as ‘Rhenish capitalism’, and
elsewhere as ‘neo-corporatism’, ‘corporatist intermediation’, ‘consensual elite rule’ and rule by ‘elite cartel’.
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