
Draft of paper to be presented at the Central APA in Feb 2021 – Please do not quote without author’s permission 1 
 

Democracy’s Unpluckable Feathers 
 

Mark Satta (last updated 8/13/2020) 
 
ABSTRACT: Mussolini is said to have advised that those seeking power ought to do so as one ought 
to pluck a chicken, “feather by feather—so each squawk is heard apart from every other and the 
whole process is kept as muted as possible.” Appealing to Mussolini’s metaphor, I argue that in 
order to establish a bulwark against autocracy, democracies ought to identify what I call unpluckable 
feathers of democracy. Unpluckable feathers of democracy are specific and nonpartisan core aspects 
of democracy that are treated as inviolable because of their importance in preserving democracy. An 
unpluckable feather’s power comes from the citizenry’s refusal to allow it to be violated. In this 
paper, I outline the characteristics of an ideal unpluckable feather, and then apply the theory of 
unpluckable feathers to presidential term limits, concluding that strict abidance of presidential term 
limits is a paradigmatic example of an ideal unpluckable feather. 
 
 In her book Fascism: A Warning, former U.S. Secretary of State Madeleine Albright recounts 

that “Mussolini observed that in seeking to accumulate power it is wise to do so in the manner of 

one plucking a chicken—feather by feather—so each squawk is heard apart from every other and 

the whole process is kept as muted as possible.”1 We often think of dictatorships as arising from 

wars or coups, but Mussolini’s analogy vividly expresses how nations can slip from liberal 

democracies to illiberal autocracies through a series of small changes.  

Considering this, the citizens of liberal democracies would be wise to collectively identify, in 

advance of any challenge to their liberal democracy, certain core features of their liberal democratic 

order as inviolable. Such pre-identification allows attempts to violate these core features to be called 

out more easily. To put the point in terms of Mussolini’s analogy, liberal democracies should identify 

specific feathers on their democratic chickens that they agree in advance should never be plucked. If 

such feathers are widely recognized and agreed upon, then they cannot be plucked quietly.  

The concept of an “unpluckable feather” in a liberal democracy is this paper’s central 

metaphor. By an unpluckable feather, I mean a core aspect of a liberal democracy that is treated as 

inviolable because of its importance in preserving liberal democracy. Treating a feature of a liberal 

 

1 Albright 2018, 118. 
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democracy as an unpluckable feather requires more than simply enshrining the principle in law. It 

also requires that the citizenry widely acknowledges and highly values the unpluckable feather. This 

is because an unpluckable feather’s power comes largely from the citizenry’s refusal to let the 

unpluckable feather be violated. 

In this paper, I identify a set of useful characteristics for an unpluckable feather. These 

characteristics are that it is 1) specific, 2) nonpartisan, 3) apt to help preserve the liberal democratic 

political order, and 4) apt to be challenged in the process of democratic backsliding. These particular 

characteristics for ideal unpluckable feathers are selected in service of the goal of identifying as 

unpluckable feathers the aspects of democracy most likely to be effective in preventing liberal 

democracies from backsliding into illiberal autocracies. I close the paper by applying these 

characteristics of ideal unpluckable feathers to presidential term limits, arguing that strict abidance of 

presidential term limits is a good example of an unpluckable feather. 

 

Democratic Backsliding 

Political scientist Nancy Bermeo uses the phrase “democratic backsliding” to refer to “state-

led debilitation or elimination of any of the political institutions that sustain an existing democracy.”2 

Bermeo observes that since the end of the Cold War the “most dramatic” forms of democratic 

backsliding such as coups d’état have been on the decline.3 However, she also notes that other forms 

of democratic backsliding are on the rise.  

Bermeo describes one such form, “executive aggrandizement,” as follows:  

“Executive aggrandizement contrasts with all forms of coupmaking in that it takes 
place without executive replacement and at a slower pace. This more common form 
of backsliding occurs when elected executives weaken checks on executive power one 

 

2 Bermeo 2016, 5.  
3 Bermeo 2016, 6. 
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by one, undertaking a series of institutional changes that hamper the power of 
opposition forces to challenge executive preferences.”4 
 

Executive aggrandizement is one way of implementing Mussolini’s strategy for incremental and 

subtle power accumulation. Because subtle forms of democratic backsliding like executive 

aggrandizement are increasing, it is all the more important to identify inviolable core aspects of 

liberal democracy sooner rather than later. When core aspects of a liberal democracy are widely 

recognized as inviolable, then they cannot be violated without causing a public ruckus. These core 

aspects of liberal democracy become our unpluckable feathers. If a would-be authoritarian tries to 

pluck them, the attempt generates a lot of noise. And when a liberal democracy is healthy, that noise 

functions as a warning for the would-be authoritarian to stop or else face significant political 

consequences.  

 I am not the first to recognize the importance of identifying markers of would-be 

authoritarians. For example, Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt have recently put forward “four key 

indicators of authoritarian behavior.”5 Levitsky and Ziblatt’s four indicators are: 1) rejection of (or 

weak commitment to) democratic rules of the game, 2) denials of the legitimacy of political 

opponents, 3) toleration or encouragement of violence, and 4) readiness to curtail civil liberties of 

opponents, including media.6 

 Levitsky and Ziblatt have developed a valuable schema for identifying authoritarian 

behavior. But this schema on its own isn’t sufficient to provide us with the kind of widely agreed 

upon unpluckable feathers I’m suggesting we should have. This is because of the somewhat general 

nature of Levitsky and Ziblatt’s schema and the ability of supporters of a would-be despot to 

rationalize away their leader’s actions more easily when the indicators of authoritarianism are general 

 

4 Bermeo 2016, 10.  
5 Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018, 23. 
6 Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018, 23-24. 
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rather than specific. This limitation of Levitsky and Ziblatt’s model does not concern its accuracy. It 

concerns the space the model leaves open for partisan supporters to consistently reinterpret a 

leader’s actions as non-violations of the model. 

My goal in this paper is to supplement Levitsky and Ziblatt’s model by offering criteria that 

can be used to identify a more concrete subset of authoritarian actions that are likely to occur during 

executive aggrandizement. My hope is that these criteria can be used to create a list of specific taboo 

activities that will be comparatively difficult for supporters of would-be autocrats to interpret away 

as non-violations. Such taboo actions are attempts to violate the unpluckable feathers. 

 An important issue must be addressed before turning to the criteria of an unpluckable 

feather: one might think that for many democracies the task of finding unpluckable feathers is 

unnecessary because those features have already been identified through inclusion in a constitution. 

It is true that constitutions typically specify core components of a democratic political order such as 

separation of powers, civil liberties, and due process. Constitutions elucidate the fundamental 

commitments of a state. But constitutions alone are not sufficient to prevent democratic backsliding, 

as recent examples in Hungary, Nicaragua, Peru, the Philippines, Poland, Russia, and Turkey, among 

others, have shown.7  

At least two factors help explain this. First, constitutions typically include key provisions that 

are open-ended and that leave room for multiple interpretive specifications over time. Ronald 

Dworkin suggests that this is the right way to understand many key provisions of the United States 

Constitution. Dworkin refers to these open-ended provisions as “concepts,” in contrast with more 

particularized “conceptions.”8 Thus, while there may be high levels of agreement within a liberal 

democracy that liberty, due process, equal protection, freedom of speech, and freedom from cruel 

 

7 See, e.g. Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018, 5. See also, Diamond 2015.  
8 Dworkin 1977, 134–36.  
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and usual punishment are to be preserved, there may be in practice few or no actions that are widely 

agreed upon as violations of these provisions. Such a condition seems especially likely in a highly 

polarized society in which different segments of the population have opposing incentives and 

worldviews inspiring different interpretations of open-ended constitutional provisions. 

Second, even flagrant and unambiguous constitutional violations will not stop democratic 

backsliding if a democracy’s citizens do not recognize or care about such violations. Mussolini 

advocates incremental power change—“feather by feather”—in order to keep responses to undue 

accumulation of power “as muted as possible.” His advice is fundamentally about avoiding a strong 

response from the people. But if a nation’s citizens do not understand or value the democratic 

safeguards provided by their constitution, then they have already muted themselves. Constitutional 

provision of a democratic political order is not enough. In addition, the stability of a liberal 

democracy requires that the state’s citizens value their democratic safeguards to such an extent that 

politicians who try to violate core features of the liberal democratic order face severe political 

consequences, such as failure to be reelected, removal from office, or criminal prosecution. That is 

to say, in addition to being enshrined in law, unpluckable feathers must also be widely recognized 

and highly valued by a liberal democracy’s citizens.   

 

Characteristics of an Ideal Unpluckable Feather 

The project of determining which components of a liberal democracy ought to be identified 

as unpluckable feathers is a practical one. Unpluckable feathers ought to be useful in the task of 

preserving liberal democracy. With this practical aim in mind, I will argue that unpluckable feathers 

ought to be 1) specific, 2) nonpartisan, 3) apt to help preserve the liberal democratic political order, 

and 4) apt to be challenged in the process of democratic backsliding. 
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 The first criterion, specificity, was already highlighted in distinguishing Levitsky and Ziblatt’s 

litmus teach for authoritarian behavior from my project of identifying unpluckable feathers. An 

unpluckable feather needs to be something such that violations of it will be widely agreed upon. 

Heuristically, the more specific the unpluckable feather is, the easier it will be to achieve widespread 

agreement on what counts as a violation of it.  

For example, the principle that “presidents should not imprison journalists in retaliation for 

negative new coverage” is more specific than the principle that “presidents should not curtail the 

civil liberties of the media.” Because the former principle is more specific than the latter, what 

counts as a violation of the former principle than for the latter. This is not to say that there would be 

universal agreement about the application of either principle. Still, the presence of concrete markers 

in the former principle (e.g. journalists being imprisoned; those same journalists having reported 

negatively on the president) will make widespread agreement about violations of that principle easier 

to come by than for the latter principle. Thus, all else being equal, the more specific an unpluckable 

feather is, the better.  

The second criterion of an ideal unpluckable feather is that it is nonpartisan. When it comes 

to questions of presidential power, such matters are, in one sense, rarely nonpartisan. This is because 

any attempt to expand or contract presidential power can be viewed as a partisan issue when it bears 

on the power of the current president and by extension the current president’s political party. But 

this is not the sense of nonpartisan I have in mind.  

By a partisan position, I mean a position that, for non-instrumental reasons, is consistently 

adopted by one political party but not another. Partisan positions are valued for their own sake, and 

not merely because of the strategic benefits they give a party. As such, partisan positions tend to 

remain constant, even across changes in political power. For example, in the United States the right 

to choose to have an abortion and the individual right to bear arms are both partisan issues. In 
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contrast, the two-year election cycle for members of the House of Representatives is a nonpartisan 

issue, even if the timing of a particular election is apt to influence which party will gain seats.  

The significance of the nonpartisan criterion for identifying a practical unpluckable feather is 

not hard to find. If an issue is partisan, then it is unlikely to be widely valued. But as stated earlier, 

unpluckable feathers need to be widely valued in order to be widely agreed upon. In the United 

States, a president who puts forwards plans to expand or contract the number of clinics that can 

provide abortions or the number of stores that can sell guns will surely generate a lot of negative 

heat. But this on its own isn’t sufficient to demotivate a president from so acting. This is because 

negative responses will likely occur mostly from within the president’s opposing party and will likely 

be counterbalanced by positive responses from the president’s own party. This is magnified by the 

current highly politically polarized climate in the United States. 

The third and fourth criteria—that the unpluckable feather be 3) apt to help preserve the 

liberal democratic political order and 4) apt to be challenged in the process of democratic 

backsliding—are two sides of the same coin. This is because in order to accumulate undue power, a 

leader has to successfully challenge certain features of the liberal democratic political order. Despite 

this relationship, these two criteria are not coextensive.  

For example, the separation of governmental power between executive, legislative, and 

judicial branches helps preserve democracy and avoid tyranny. An executive who tried to eliminate 

the separation of powers by ordering the disbanding of the legislative and judicial branches would 

certainly be violating something apt to help preserve our liberal democratic political order. But such 

an order is an unlikely step for a would-be autocrat to take, at least early in the process of 

democratic backsliding. Such a move is far too risky. It is highly improbable that such a move would 

succeed within a stable liberal democracy, and the political consequences would likely be severe. 
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An ideal unpluckable feather will pick out those things that are not only of central 

importance to the preservation of liberal democracy but that are also apt to be challenged by a 

would-be despot fairly early on. Levitsky and Ziblatt’s fourfold litmus test of authoritarian behavior 

is useful in this regard. There model is informed by the history of despotism and democratic 

recession. It reflects the observable pattern of challenges to democracy engaged in by leaders with 

autocratic tendencies around the globe both historically and in recent years. Thus, violations of 

unpluckable feathers will generally be a specific activity that falls under one or more of the four 

headings in Levitsky and Ziblatt’s model.  

 

Presidential Term Limits 

The criteria for an ideal unpluckable feather discussed in the previous section can be 

fruitfully applied to an intuitive candidate for an unpluckable feather: abidance of presidential term 

limits.  

Concerning specificity, legally enshrined presidential term limits tend to be specific. For 

example, Article II, Section 1 of the U.S. Constitution states that President shall serve “during the 

Term of four Years” and the Twenty-second Amendment of the U.S. Constitution states that “No 

person shall be elected to the office of the President more than twice, and no person who has held 

the office of President.”9 The quantitative nature of these limits helps create specificity. These 

provisions are about as clear as democratic provisions get. Thus, presidential term limits, at least 

when crafted in a manner akin to those in the United States Constitution, are specific.  

 Second, presidential term limits are nonpartisan. The primary impetus for term limits is to 

prevent the accumulation of too much power in the hands of one office holder. The prevention of 

autocracy and the preservation of democracy is not a partisan issue, at least not outside of the 

 

9 U.S. Const. art II, § 1; amend. XXII. 
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context of particular political battles. This can also be observed clearly in the United States, where 

many presidents across centuries and political parties have touted the value of presidential term 

limits, first as a tradition and later as both tradition and law.10 

 Third, presidential term limits are apt to help preserve the liberal democratic political order 

because they play an important role in limiting presidential power. Term limits play a relatively 

unique role in limiting presidential power because they are about time. Most limits on presidential 

power are synchronic limits concerning the amount of power the president wields while in office. 

But term limits are a diachronic limit that if successfully implemented prevent even the most 

ambitious president for abusing power beyond a finite amount of time.  

One can imagine a tyrannical president who consistently pushes the limits of presidential 

powers. Such a scenario is bad. But if that president leaves office without protest after two terms, 

the damage is limited. Subsequent presidents and lawmakers can work to repair the damage done by 

a careless or power-hungry president, and the nation can implement additional safeguards to further 

reign in future presidents in response. But this repair work cannot be done for as long as a power-

hungry president finds a way to bypass presidential term limits. 

Finally, power-hungry presidents who are seeking to accumulate undue power are apt to 

challenge term limits for the very reason presidential term limits are such a powerful bulwark against 

tyranny: time. In a would-be autocrat’s subtle process of executive aggrandizement, patience is often 

a virtue. But such a leader cannot afford to be as patient about violating term limits. Once out of 

office, power-hungry presidents lose the power needed to solidify their control. Thus, we can expect 

that violations of presidential term limits would be a particularly common feature of democratic 

backsliding. And this is in fact what we do see. Mila Versteeg and her colleagues note that since the 

 

10 For a detailed history see Korzi 2011. 
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year 200, nearly one-third of presidents in countries with presidential term limits have attempted to 

remain in office after their term expired, and many have succeeded.11  

The fact that legally enshrined term limits are often insufficient to stop presidents from 

violating even constitutional term limits shows that having a law is not sufficient for something to be 

an effective unpluckable feather. To be an effective unpluckable feather, a principle must be 

enshrined both in law and in the hearts of the nation’s citizens. We must collectively value our liberal 

democracies enough that would-be autocrats are removed from office, either through impeachment 

or failure to be reelected, when they attempt to violate core aspects of our liberal democratic order. 

We need to be vigilant against being lulled into democratic backsliding. This includes not getting so 

attached to short term partisan victories that we come to view party victory as more important than 

preservation of liberal democracy. In short, we need to agree that within the rich plumage of our 

democracy there are some feathers that simply cannot be plucked.  
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