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In the aftermath of the 2008 economic crisis many observers drew parallels to Weimar Germany’s 
breakdown of democracy following the Great Depression. Contrary to this expectation -and indeed 
contrary to most research on the relationship between economic recessions and democracy- this did not 
happen.  

The traditional expectation that economic recessions yield democratic recessions only seems to work for 
poor democracies. Some affluent democracies affected by severe economic recessions did experience 
democratic recessions (65% of the changes), yet -surprisingly- others experienced democratic 
improvements (35%). Surely, as case studies suggest, in countries such as Greece and Italy, elected 
politicians were set aside and replaced by technocratic governments, while the freedom of the press has 
been reduced in Latvia, Hungary and Italy. However, in other countries, such as Iceland, Ireland and 
Estonia, the economic crisis actually triggered reforms that improve democracy. Such improvements are 
hard to square with the traditional expectation that economic recessions can only have a negative impact. 
What is going on? Under which circumstances do severe economic recessions improve rather than erode 
democracies?  

In this presentation I will begin by contrasting two perspectives on the impact of the Great Depression on 
democracy. First, the Weimar perspective where economic recessions lead to a rise in populist voters and 
subsequently result in populist governments eroding democratic institutions. Second, the Jeffersonian 
perspective based on the logic of the American Progressive era that ‘the cure for ills of democracy is more 
democracy’ (democratic improvements). Both are illustrated empirically. 

Afterwards, I will briefly discuss the notion of a democratic crisis now that the economic crisis has been a 
thing of the past in many (though not all) countries. After all, and interestingly, even though economic 
growth has returned, talk of a crisis of democracy has not waned. I explore two explanations for this: longer 
term economic trends and cynical manoeuvres by political elites trying to preserve their dominance in an 
ever more fragmented political landscape. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


