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The consociational model of democracy, although long recognized by political scientists as
a possible solution to the problems of democracy in divided societies, as not gained wide
recognition among historians. In failing to recognize non-majoritarian democratic
alternatives, historians risk overlooking or misinterpreting important political
developments. Simultaneously, greater consideration of consociationalism’s history
promises a better understanding of its development, successes, and failures. An
application of consociational theory to Imperial Austria in the late-19th and early-20th
centuries reveals that political system to be an unrecognized precursor to 20th-century
consociationalism.

1. Introduction
One of the more important developments within political science in the last half century
has been the consociational model of democracy, a form of government designed to
encourage stable democracy in countries that are deeply divided by ethnicity, religion, or
other communal loyalties. Although consociationalism has become widely recognized by
political scientists, and further has had a very real influence on constitutional design in
new democracies, it remains largely unrecognized by other scholarly disciplines.
In the case of history, this is unfortunate for two reasons. First, if historians are unaware
of the variety of forms democratic government might take, they risk misinterpreting or
overlooking important aspects of historical democracies and processes of
democratization. Second, a more extensive examination of consociationalism by
historians promises to be fruitful in its own right, shedding new light on its development,
successes, and failures.
This paper addresses both of these concerns. It begins with an overview of the political
scientific literature on consociationalism. It then applies the model to governmental
institutions and practices in the Western half of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy. Here it
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is argued that Imperial Austria developed significant consociational features in its
attempts to address the “Nationalities Question,” and therefore provides a previously
unrecognized precedent for 20th-century consociational democracy.

2. Consociationalism and Comparative Democracy
Before discussing consociationalism in Imperial Austria, it is necessary to explain its basic
characteristics. The discussion begins with the development of consociational theory as a
reaction to the majoritarian assumptions that prevailed in comparative political science in
the mid-20th century. This is followed by an overview of consociationalism’s main
institutions and practices.
Homogeneity and Majoritarianism in the Post-War Study of Comparative
Democracy
The academic literature on consociationalism is primarily associated with the work of one
scholar, comparative political scientist Arend Lijphart.[ii] As he would be the first to
acknowledge, a number of important works on consociationalism in Europe and Africa
preceded his own writings on the subject,[iii] and the word “consociationalism” can itself
be traced back to seventeenth-century political philosopher Johannes Althusius’s term
consociato.[iv] That being said, Lijphart’s contribution to the study of consociationalism
over the past four decades has been simply overwhelming. His research on this topic,
along with significant works on the classification of democratic regimes, the study of
comparative electoral systems, and political scientific methodology, have made him one of
the most prominent political scientists of the late-20th and early-21st centuries.[v]
Consociational theory developed in reaction to two long-standing but insufficiently
examined themes in the comparative study of democracy: the claim that social
homogeneity is a necessary prerequisite for stable democracy, and the largely
unquestioned equation of democracy with majority rule. Challenging a view that can be
traced back to Aristotle, according to which “[s]ocial homogeneity and political consensus
are regarded as prerequisites for, or factors strongly conducive to, stable democracy,”
consociational theory holds that “it may be difficult, but it is not at all impossible to
achieve and maintain stable democratic government in a plural society,” as Lijphart
writes. In contrast to a homogeneous society, a “plural society” (as defined by Harry
Eckstein) is one divided by “segmental cleavages.” These may be of a religious,
ideological, linguistic, regional, cultural, racial, or ethnic nature. A further
characteristic…is that political parties, interest groups, media of communication, schools,
and voluntary associations tend to be organized along the lines of segmental cleavages.
Consociational theory challenges the traditional pessimism about democratic prospects in
such societies, warning that it risks becoming a self-fulfilling prophecy. This concern is
particularly great regarding democratization in the “Third World,” where the misplaced
belief in homogeneity can lead to dangerous attempts to eradicate “primordial
loyalties.”[vi] This controversy was foreshadowed by the Mill-Acton debate in the 1860s,
which raised similar concerns about prospects for representative government in the
Austrian Empire.[vii]
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Belief in the necessity of social homogeneity was closely intertwined with a majoritarian
conception of democracy in mid-20th-century political science. A prominent example is
Gabriel A. Almond’s distinction in the 1950s between “Anglo-American” and “Continental
European” democracy. As Lijphart explains, the former is characterized by “its
homogeneous political culture…its autonomous parties, interest groups, and
communications media,” and “stability,” the latter by “its fragmented political culture and
mutual dependence of parties and groups” and “instability.” Drawing heavily on systems
theory, the “dominant paradigm” in political science at the time, this distinction favored
functional “boundary maintenance” between groups and institutions, and a political
system with overlapping group memberships rather than segmental fragmentation.
Significantly, this typology also involved the “traditional dichotomous classification of
democratic politics” into two-party and multi-party systems. Viewing “interest
aggregation” as “the foremost and distinctive function of the political parties,” two-party
systems are seen as an ideal, in that they present two contrasting ideological alternatives
that transcend underlying social divisions.[viii]
Consociational theory raised doubts about this view in two important respects. First,
consociationalists argued that such classifications did not adequately explain the smaller
European democracies.[ix] These cases, which Almond classified as “working multiparty
systems,” did not fit neatly into his dichotomous classification. Many of the political
parties in several of these countries, specifically Austria, the Low Countries, and
Switzerland, could not be seen as “broadly aggregative.” Political culture was anything
but homogenous due to deep linguistic, religious and ideological divisions. Yet, all of
these democracies were remarkably stable.[x]
Second, the conventional view tended to exaggerate contrasts between the First and Third
Worlds. The post-war literature on political development, juggling competing demands
for nation-building and democratization in newly independent non-Western states, noted
the predominance of both plural societies and democratic failure in the developing world.
Nation-building was therefore often considered a priority. In response, consociational
theorists argued that “much of the theoretical literature on political development”
exaggerated “the degree of homogeneity of the Western democratic states.” Further, it
ignored “the fact that several plural societies in Europe have achieved stable democracy
by consociational methods.”[xi] In short, consociationalism offered a working democratic
model that avoided perilous attempts to impose social and cultural homogeneity.
Lijphart’s initial elaboration of the consociational model focused primarily on
consociational practices in four small European states in the late 1950s and early 1960s:
Austria, Belgium, the Netherlands, and Switzerland.[xii] The number of cases that have
been classified as consociational for at least part of their history has subsequently
expanded.[xiii] These include Columbia, Cyprus, post-Cold War Czechoslovakia, India,
Lebanon, Luxembourg, and Malaysia.[xiv] Additional cases have been interpreted
through the lens of consociational theory, including Burundi, Canada, Congo, Gambia, the
European Union, Indonesia, Israel, Italy, Kenya, Liechtenstein, Netherland Antilles,
Nigeria, Northern Ireland, Rwanda, Sri Lanka, Suriname, Uruguay, and Venezuela.[xv]
Furthermore, some scholars have identified consociational characteristics in non-
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democratic states, such as Bolivia, Ethiopia, the Ivory Coast, Paraguay, and Uganda, as
well as the former Soviet Union, Yugoslavia, and Ottoman Empire.[xvi] The possibility of
consociational oligarchy suggests a conceptual distinction between “consociationalism”
and “consociational democracy.
The Consociational Alternative
Consociational democracy is defined by four basic characteristics: grand coalition,
cultural autonomy, proportionality, and minority veto.[xvii] Lijphart’s definition of
grand coalition has broadened over time,[xviii] the underlying principle remaining that
all of a plural society’s segments are somehow represented in the executive branch. In the
strictest sense, a grand coalition involves a cabinet that comprises members of all the
major political parties, as has been the case in Austria, Malaysia, and South Africa.
Alternative arrangements include cabinets representing the major linguistic or other
groups but not necessarily the major parties (Belgium); a system of influential advisory
councils apart from the cabinet (Netherlands); the allocation of top executive offices, such
as the president and prime minister, to members of specified segmental groups (Cyprus,
Lebanon); government by a single dominant “party of consensus” (India’s “Congress
system”); and “diachronic coalitions” in which power rotates over time (Columbia).[xix]
The second characteristic of consociationalism is that it maximizes the cultural autonomy
of each segmental group. As Lijphart notes, this actually “increases the plural nature of
an already plural society.”[xx] Cultural autonomy has taken three main forms…(1) federal
arrangements in which state and linguistic boundaries largely coincide, thus providing a
high degree of linguistic autonomy, as in Switzerland, Belgium, and Czecho-Slovakia; (2)
the right of religious and linguistic minorities to establish and administer their own
autonomous schools, fully supported by public funds, as in Belgium and the Netherlands;
and (3) separate “personal laws” – concerning marriage, divorce, custody and adoption of
children, and inheritance – for religious minorities, as in Lebanon and Cyprus.[xxi]
The third characteristic, proportionality, refers primarily to the electoral system. The
typical electoral formula used in consociational democracies is proportional
representation (PR), as is the case in Austria, Belgium, the Netherlands, and Switzerland.
PR is favored over majoritarian formulas, such as single-member-district plurality and
majority runoff, because the latter produce more disproportional results and are much
more likely to result in an artificial majority.[xxii] An alternative is to give minority
parties exclusive nomination rights in some districts, as is the practice in Malaysia,
thereby correcting for disproportionality. India has developed still other techniques for
achieving this, including the geographic concentration of minorities and the reservation of
seats for minority group members.[xxiii] Two more extreme variations of proportionality
are overrepresentation of small groups and artificial parity of representation.[xxiv] The
principle can also include proportionality in civil service appointments and the allocation
of financial resources.[xxv]
The final characteristic, minority veto, “usually consists of merely an informal
understanding that minorities can effectively protect their autonomy by blocking any
attempts to eliminate or reduce it.” In some cases (Belgium, Cyprus, Czechoslovakia),
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such a “veto is formally entrenched in the constitution.”[xxvi] A peculiarity of the
minority veto is that it is not very often actually used. Because minorities can always veto
measures that violate their interests, other groups are disinclined to propose them in the
first place.[xxvii]
Consociational arrangements are intended to curtail inter-group conflict in two ways: by
including representatives of every group in the decision-making process (grand coalition,
proportionality), and by taking particularly divisive issues, such as language, education,
and religion, off the table (segmental autonomy, minority veto). Consociationalism is
intended as “both an empirical and a normative model,”[xxviii] that is, as both an account
of how actual consociational democracies operate and as a prescription for successful
democracy in divided societies. This raises the question of how such arrangements might
effectively be implemented.
One of Lijphart’s goals in studying consociationalism has been to identify the conditions
favorable to its success. A persistent theme is that these conditions are neither necessary
nor sufficient. Rather, the choices made by political elites play a central role in
determining success or failure, a conclusion that “may be disappointing for ‘political
science [sic],’ but for political problem solving there may be cause of satisfaction.”[xxix]
Lijphart identifies nine favorable conditions, the first two being the most important:
1. the absence of a unified majority group;
2. the absence of large socio-economic disparities among the groups;
3. a presence of a relatively small number of groups;
4. groups of “roughly the same size;”
5. a small overall population;
6. “external dangers” that “promote internal unity;”
7. “overarching loyalties” such as nationalism;
8. a geographic concentration of groups that facilitates federalism as a form of cultural
autonomy; and
9. “[t]raditions of compromise and accommodation.”[xxx]
Unsurprisingly given its prominence, the consociational model has generated a healthy
amount of controversy within political science over the years.[xxxi] This includes debates
about prescribing consociational democracy for divided societies such as Northern
Ireland and South Africa.[xxxii] Competing plans for a post-Apartheid South Africa in
fact spurred the “Lijphart-Horowitz Debate,” a dispute that centered on the question of
whether democracies in ethnically divided societies should attempt to reinforce or to
bridge their deep divisions.[xxxiii] The solution chosen by South Africa was clearly
modeled after Liphart, and competing majoritarian and power-sharing proposals for
southern Africa continue to be of scholarly interest.[xxxiv] Simultaneously, the wave of
democratization that took place in the aftermath of the Cold War stimulated interest in
institutional design in Eastern Europe and Latin America.[xxxv] Meanwhile, in
developing a concise set of institutional recommendations for any democracy, Lijphart
has presented a highly compelling case against Horowitz’s specific institutional proposals.
[xxxvi]
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3. Democratization and Representative Institutions in Imperial
Austria
Before turning to the main argument, it must first be shown that Austria was a plural
society. After this it is argued that the Austrian political system, though not democratic,
was democratizing throughout the last-19th and early-20th centuries. The section that
follows examines majoritarian biases in the historical literature. Finally, the
consociational model is applied to the Austrian case, first by examining favorable and
unfavorable conditions for consociationalism, and then by assessing consociational
features of the Austrian political system.
Imperial Austria as a Plural Society
“Austria” in this context refers to the Western half of Austria-Hungary (1867-1918), which
for present purposes is treated independently of the other parts of the Monarchy. Unlike
its Hungarian counterpart, it had a federal structure comprising seventeen provinces,
each with its own Diet. As is well known, its population was extremely diverse ethnically
(see Table 1).
Several comments are in place regarding these data. First, “ethnicity” is based on the
“language of everyday use” declared on the census. This measure is of course a great
simplification of Austria’s complex identity politics.[xxxvii] However, since ethnic or
nationalist mobilization in Austria-Hungary was largely attempted along linguistic lines,
here it is understood merely as a rough measure of potential lines of political cleavage.
Second, each group’s proportion of the population remained quite constant over six
decades.[xxxviii] Third, no group was a majority. Fourth, different groups were
concentrated in difference provinces (see Table 2). Simultaneously, these groups were
highly mixed geographically. As a consequence, the “Swiss” model of geographically
defined ethno-federalism was impractical in Austria.
Plural societies are characterized not just by diversity but by organizational segmentation.
This was also true of Imperial Austria. Increasingly throughout the late-19th and early20th centuries, not only political parties but organizations such as school and agricultural
boards, colleges of physicians and engineers, and even private associations such as trade
associations, volunteer fire brigades, parishes, restaurants, and banks were divided along
ethnic lines.[xxxix]
Imperial Austria as a Democratizing State
Austria was a constitutional monarchy, not a democracy. A strong case can be made,
however, that it was democratizing, at least in the sense that it was undergoing processes
whereby the rules and procedures of citizenship are either applied to political institutions
previously governed by other principles…, or expanded to include persons not previously
enjoying such rights and obligations…, or extended to cover issues and institutions not
previously subject to citizen participation.[xl]
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Political scientist Karl Ucakar, in his monumental study of Austrian elections and
democracy, treats the period from the late-18th century through the present-day Austrian
Second Republic as one of gradual, if uneven and frequently interrupted, development
towards democracy, with the establishment of constitutionalism in 1867 as one major step
in that direction.[xli] Meanwhile, historian Robert A. Kann claims that “[i]n spite of all
shortcomings, possibilities for peaceful evolution in the direction of democratic
government existed in both states.”[xlii]
Limitations on Imperial Austrian democracy were very real. These included: AustroHungarian dualism, which prevented Parliament from directly influencing Hungarian and
joint Austro-Hungarian matters; an unelected and formally unaccountable executive; an
unelected Upper House; federalism; and limited suffrage. Nevertheless, the 1867 AustroHungarian Compromise and subsequent political developments involved significant
advances towards democracy. These included: a written constitution; a series of liberal
reforms, including curtailing the Church’s authority and a bill of fundamental rights; and
the gradual expansion of the suffrage in both Diet and Parliamentary elections, which in
the latter case led to the establishment of universal manhood suffrage in 1907.[xliii]
Historians’ Criticisms of Representative Politics in Austria
Historians’ accounts of Parliament in the Western half of the Dual Monarchy have long
been largely negative. Sked’s appraisal represents the traditional wisdom: In Cisleithania
[the nationality problem determined] the whole course of political life… For the Austrian
Germans found it much more difficult to control their Slavs than the Hungarians after
1867. The result was that government fell into the hands of the bureaucracy, as
parliamentary life became paralyzed and Franz Joseph selected premiers from the ranks
of the high civil service. There is no controversy surrounding the course of events.[xliv]
Recent parliamentary and party historiography, however, has increasingly put Parliament
in a more positive light, developing a keener eye for compromise among and the practical
accomplishments of Austrian politicians.[xlv] Simultaneously, a growing literature has
begun to question the ‘naturalness’ of Austria’s many nationalities, emphasizing the
coexistence of multiple identities within individuals, competing definitions of the nation,
the availability of trans-national loyalties, the institutionalization of nationhood, the
significance of local contexts, and the instrumental use of national identities by
nationalist politicians.[xlvi]
Historians’ criticisms of Parliament, and of Austrian politics in general, often reflect what
might be termed an Anglo-centric bias. This involves the assumption, often implicit, that
British parliamentary life, or an idealization of same, should serve as a model. That is,
parliaments should be mature deliberative bodies in which two parties representing broad
ideological differences calmly debate matters of policy. Leaving aside the matter of how
comparison with Britain sheds light on the undemocratic elements within the Austrian
system (and 19th-century Britain was hardly democratic by contemporary standards), one
should ask whether this is the correct standard by which the Austrian Parliament should
be evaluated. Because Austria was a highly divided society, a consociational standard
might be more appropriate.
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Indeed, unfamiliarity with developments in political science has often led contemporary
historians to overlook or misinterpret consociational elements within Austria-Hungary.
This is particularly the case in debates over the Moravian Compromise and the
subsequent efforts at similar regional compromises in Busweis, Bukowina and Galcia.
[xlvii] Indeed, what is most striking about this literature is that all authors, whether
critical of or favorable to these compromises, describe institutional arrangements very
much like consociationalism without once using the term.[xlviii]
Wank, for example, discounts the importance of the Moravian Compromise of 1905 and
the Bukowina Compromise of 1910, claiming that these Dietal reforms were “the products
of conditions unique to the two provinces and not applicable in Bohemia or elsewhere in
Austria.” He argues further that “the Moravian Compromise was not a compromise at all,
but a separation of Czechs and Germans.” Finally, he calls it “undemocratic” since it
“consolidated the positions and privileges of the Moravian aristocracy and the German
minority…by giving both of them a grossly disproportionate share of political power,
which blocked any fundamental change in the compromise.”[xlix]
The first of these objections, claiming “unique conditions,” warrants further scrutiny.
Given the broad range of conditions under which consociationalism is said to be feasible,
[l] it may be that reforms modeled on the Moravian Compromise would have been easier
to implement in some provinces than in others, but they should certainly not be deemed
impossible. That such reforms were spreading in early-20th-century Austria also favors
this view.
The second, regarding “separation” is in fact one of the fundamental premises of
consociationalism. To reiterate, the implementation of consociationalism “increases the
plural nature of an already plural society.”[li] Whether this loss of fraternity was worth it
must be judged in light of the larger question of whether it promotes stable representative
politics. Strikingly, the harshest critics of the Compromise concede that this was the case
for the Moravian Diet.[lii]
The final criticism, concerning the privileged roles of the Moravian aristocracy and the
German minority, must be considered in two different respects. Insofar as the concern is
the undemocratic character of the Compromise, it should be noted that this is a criticism
of oligarchy, not consociationalism. From the point of view of consociational theory, in
other words, this reform was incomplete but nevertheless a step in the right direction.
Furthermore, the history of both Parliamentary and Dietal electoral reform from 1867
onward consistently involved the broadening and increasing proportionality of the
suffrage.[liii] It is of course impossible to determine definitively how things might have
developed had World War I not occurred. For the same reason, however, one cannot
presume that provincial suffrage restrictions were locked in for all time.
Insofar as the concern is the German minority’s ability to veto legislative action, although
this may have also served an undemocratic purpose, it nevertheless looks like a standard
consociational mechanism for protecting the rights of minorities, thereby keeping highly
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divisive issues off the table. As noted, in this regard the Compromise appears to have
been quite successful. In other words, the concern should be limitations on which
Germans could vote, not Germans’ ability to defend their group interests.
A more thorough defense of Parliament’s actual achievements must be taken up
elsewhere.[liv] For present purposes, it is simply noted that historians risk overlooking
such accomplishments to the extent that they are unaware of consociationalism as a
viable form of government. In particular, if the institutionalization of ethnic or other
divisions is automatically seen in a negative light, historians may fail to see the ways in
which they were or could have been used in the past as the building blocks of political
coexistence.
Favorable and Unfavorable Conditions for Consociationalism in Imperial
Austria
As mentioned previously, Lijphart describes nine conditions that are favorable for
consociationalism.[lv] Of these, several were quite favorable in the case of Austria.[lvi]
First, no ethno-linguistic group was in the majority. (Here the contrast with Hungary is
noteworthy.) Second, it could be argued that the groups were “roughly the same size,” at
least in the sense that there several larger, several medium-sized, and several small
groups, roughly balancing each other.[lvii] Third, although some nationalities (e.g.
Czechs, Germans) were certainly more industrialized than others (e.g. Romanians,
Ruthenians, Serbo-Croatians), nevertheless basic socio-economic divisions cross-cut
ethno-linguistic divisions, thereby preventing nationality from being defined solely in
class terms.[lviii]
Several of these conditions are less favorable or ambiguous in the Austrian case. As far as
demographics are concerned, one clearly negative factor was the relatively large number
of ethno-linguistic groups within the population. The effect of the overall size of that
population is somewhat harder to judge. With a 1910 population of 28,572,000, Austria
was hardly small in comparison to Lijphart’s four European cases, the largest of which
had a population of less than 12 million.[lix] On the other hand, Austria’s population was
nothing compared to India’s population of over one billion persons. Finally, the various
ethno-linguistic groups were generally not geographically concentrated in such a way as
to promote cultural autonomy.
The presence or absence of “external dangers” that “promote internal unity” is also
difficult to judge. Although Austria-Hungary certainly faced potential military threats
from some of its neighbors (e.g. Russia), often those neighbor’s foreign policies played off
of its internal division, as in the case of Russian-promoted pan-Slavism or Italian
irredentism. Similarly, although a shared history of Habsburg rule might have
compensated for the lack of a clear overarching “Austrian” national identity, the dynasty
itself was subject to interpretation by non-German nationalists as German domination.
Meanwhile, Austria’s political elite showed as much conflict as “compromise and
accommodation” in the decades leading up to the Ausgleich.
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In summary, Austria’s consociational potential was something of a mixed bag. Although
the two most important conditions were favorable, six others must be judged to be
negative or mixed, leaning towards negative. As discussed previously, none of these
conditions are considered necessary or sufficient for successful consociationalism. From
this perspective, it is perhaps unsurprising that there were consociational elements to be
found within the Austrian political system, but that the road towards a consociational
solution was rather rocky.
Consociational Features of the Imperial Austrian Political System
As discussed earlier, consociational democracy is characterized by four features:
proportionality, the minority veto, cultural autonomy and grand coalitions. Here it is
argued that Austria already embodied each of them to a remarkable degree. This finding
speaks well of both Austria’s lost possibilities and consociationalism.
To a large extent, Austrian parliamentary elections embraced the principle of
proportionality. As of 1907, each ethnic group was assigned a number of seats in rough
proportion to its share of the population. This distribution, however, also favored those
groups paying the greatest share of direct taxes, and in some cases smaller groups
benefited disproportionately as well (see Table 3). As a consequence, some groups –
Germans, Italians, and Romanians – were overrepresented and others – Czechs, Poles,
Serbo-Croatians, and especially Ruthenians[lx] – were underrepresented, while Jews
were not directly represented at all.[lxi] Nevertheless, these arrangements was more akin
to proportionality than majoritarianism, in that no group held a majority and a mere
plurality could certainly not be expected to dominate Parliament. Furthermore, the
overwhelming tendency of electoral reform since the 1870s had been towards greater
proportionality.
Consociationalism can involve proportionality in policy as well, in that it is “the principal
standard of political representation, civil service appointments, and allocation of public
funds.”[lxii] At present it is not possible to determine fully the extent to which
proportionality in this broader sense was achieved. However, several factors suggest that
Austria was heading in that direction. First, although the official status of the various
languages was still hotly contested (as exemplified by the Badeni crisis), the principle that
bureaucrats should be able to communicate with citizens in their own language was
already established.[lxiii] Such language requirements should have encouraged the hiring
of officials from ethnic groups in proportion to their population. A rough indication that
this was the case is the proportion of each group employed in the public sector (Table 4) –
very rough, since the figures presented do not differentiate between civil and military
positions. Here the overrepresentation of wealthier as well as some of the smallest ethnic
groups, observed above in the distribution of seats, can be noted as well.
Second, similar observations can be made regarding education. Many of these
controversies (such as German objections to parallel Slovene classes in Cilli and to an
Italian law faculty in Innsbruck) were ongoing, and it would seem that motivated ethnic
minorities could do much to prevent other minorities from acquiring their share of the
educational pie. Nevertheless, the precedent had been set for providing each ethnic group
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with its own educational institutions. Examples include the Czech-German partitioning
of the university in Prague, the implementation of Ruthenian instruction at the Polish
university in Lwów, and the establishment of a Croatian university in Zagreb.[lxiv] The
principle of establishing separate institutions for each group is perfectly in line with
consociationalism, in that it furthers cultural autonomy.
Even stronger evidence of proportionality in education can be found in the language of
instruction of Austria’s primary and secondary schools (Table 5). From the 1880s to the
eve of World War I, the proportion of schools teaching in each language approached the
proportion of the population declaring that language on the census.[lxv] The one
exception was schools for Hungarian-speakers, a tiny minority without its own political
representation whose share of schools nevertheless became slightly more proportional
over time.
Third, the previously discussed Moravian, Galician, Bukowina, and other Compromises
indicate a trend towards working out these issues on the provincial level. Politically, these
compromises involved establishing specified numbers of seats for each ethnic group in a
province. Educationally, they also involved the division of school boards along ethnic
lines, although the benefits of doing so have been contested.[lxvi]
Finally, the very process of legislative decision-making might have favored proportionality
in public spending. The threat of obstruction generally forced governments to assemble
large parliamentary majorities in order to pass legislation.[lxvii] Consequently, even small
groups in Parliament held a good amount of bargaining power. Although this matter
requires further empirical investigation, one of the effects of this seems to have been that
every group in Parliament had a chance to claim its share of any given policy.
This leads to yet another feature of consociationalism, the minority veto. This has already
been discussed regarding certain provincial Diets. More importantly, Parliament itself
can be said to have had such a veto, in practice if not formally. The structure of the
executive as well as Parliament’s Rules of Procedure allowed exceedingly small groups to
block legislative decisions using obstruction. This in itself prevented legislative majorities
from encroaching on the interests of minority factions.[lxviii]
Ideally, according to Lijphart, “the very fact that the veto is available as a potential
weapon gives a feeling of security which makes the actual use of it improbable.”[lxix] The
Austrian Parliament, in other words, had stumbled onto the correct principle. Its
remaining problem was to limit its use, establishing a pattern of compromise that
rendered
Obstruction less necessary. Quite arguably, the best way to do this would have been to
make the executive accountable, since this would encourage the formation of larger
parties, thereby facilitating such compromises within Parliament. As importantly, this
would have significantly diminished the incentives to obstruct, since Parliament in turn
would be accountable for the government’s actions.
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The final feature of consociationalism is the grand coalition. As with proportionality and
the minority veto, Austria was already approaching this in principle by the turn of the
century. For one thing, Austrian governments, although never representing everyone,
tended to include a broad cross-section of ethnic groups and political factions.[lxx]
Austrian governments were therefore similar to the “shifting coalitions” described by
Lijphart. The major exception was that certain groups – most notably, the Social
Democrats – had yet to participate in government by 1914.
For another, any government’s basis of support was generally much broader than was
directly represented in the cabinet. Despite a lack of formal accountability, any
government had to maintain the tacit support of a super-majority in order to pass
legislation. This effectively expanded the basis of Austrian governments, in terms of
parliamentary practice if not in terms of government appointments.[lxxi]
In summary, representative institutions on both the Austrian and the provincial level
already embodied the main features of ethnic consociationalism, albeit imperfectly, by
1914. Parliamentary representation, and arguably government policy and spending,
approximated ethnic proportionality, with the qualification that wealthier groups were
over-represented in both respects. Sufficiently motivated minority groups in Parliament
could effectively veto majority decisions, although doing so could be highly disruptive in
practice. Finally, Austrian governments were much more akin to grand coalitions than
they were to single-party governments. Although certain groups failed to acquire
ministerial appointments, governments nevertheless tended to represent a broad crosssection of the political spectrum, and governments were effectively accountable to an even
broader cross-section within the legislature itself.[lxxii]

4. Conclusions
If Imperial Austria was (semi-) consociational, what are the implications for our
understanding of consociationalism? After all, if it failed to solve the problem of ethnic
conflict, it can hardly be held up as a model. The perspective suggested here, however, is
more positive. First of all, Austria was only imperfectly consociational by the beginning of
World War I, as indicated above. Secondly, although consociational elements were
certainly present, Austria was by no means a democracy at that point. Rather, it is best
characterized as a semi-consociational constitutional monarchy, and one that shared
institutional ties to a majoritarian and less democratized constitutional monarchy
(Hungary) as well as a significant occupied territory (Bosnia-Herzegovina). Indeed, the
unresolved relationship between the two Reichshälfte is often seen as a crucial factor in
bringing down the Monarchy.[lxxiii]
As far as unresolved ethnic issues are concerned, Austria was already moving in the
direction of increased proportionality combined with separate compromises on the
provincial level. Regarding Parliament’s performance, it can be argued that the key
problem here was the lack of executive accountability,[lxxiv] raising the possibility that
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solving the latter problem would have facilitated further ethnic compromise. Austria, in
short, was already becoming increasingly consociational. The real issue was making it
more democratic as well.
This reinterpretation has significant implications for both political science and history.
Regarding the former, it reveals that consociationalism has a longer and richer prehistory than had been recognized previously. It also suggests new lines of research on the
origins of political institutions. Do divided societies tend to stumble upon the same
solutions to their problems? Under what conditions? To what degree did later political
actors consciously emulate the Habsburg example? To what extent is this a matter of
institutional legacies? These issues call for closer investigation.
These findings also have implications for how historians evaluate the Monarchy. That
Austrian political innovations foreshadowed those of the late-20th and early-21st centuries
speaks well of that culture’s creative potential. Inversely, consociational democracy’s
contemporary successes support more favorable, “lost opportunity” evaluations of the
Habsburg project – or the very least, require historians to clarify why that case was
somehow different. Regardless, this project clearly calls for increased cooperation
between the two disciplines.
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