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Introduction
Nestled between Switzerland and Austria, Liechtenstein is one of Europe’s smallest yet
most intriguing nations, not just for its scenic Alpine beauty but for a political system
that artfully blends tradition with modernity. This tiny principality is governed by a
rare combination of constitutional monarchy, vibrant direct democracy, and a
parliamentary legislative body—a political structure unique on the continent and even
in the world. Understanding the politics of Liechtenstein means exploring not only the
mechanics of its governmental institutions but also the historical underpinnings and
contemporary realities shaping its political life.

Liechtenstein’s path to its present political system began in the early 20th century,
culminating in the adoption of the Constitution of 1921. This foundational document
set the stage for a constitutional monarchy where the powers of the Prince were
considerably defined and balanced by those of the Landtag (parliament) and the
people. Yet, it is no static arrangement: important constitutional reforms and
referendums in the years since—most notably in 2003—have continued to refine the
balance of power and the role of direct democracy, granting the people significant
influence while upholding the monarchy’s central place.

The principality’s politics cannot be fully understood without considering the role of its
Reigning Prince, who holds substantial powers uncommon among Europe’s
contemporary monarchs. The Prince appoints judges, sanctions and vetoes legislation,
and holds a decisive voice in both domestic and foreign policy. At the same time, the
people retain remarkably robust rights to directly shape their nation’s polity through
referendums—even on matters such as the continued existence of the monarchy
itself. The resulting system is one of mutual checks and balances, in which ultimate
sovereignty is shared between monarch and citizenry.

Central to Liechtenstein’s identity is its relationship with neighboring Switzerland. A
close partnership, forged through customs unions, shared currency, and intertwined
international representation, has been crucial for Liechtenstein’s prosperity and global
standing. At the same time, the principality has maintained its distinct identity through
independent participation in bodies such as the European Economic Area, charting a
careful balance between integration and sovereignty.

Today, Liechtenstein stands as a compelling example of a nation adaptable to
changing times while deeply rooted in tradition. Its political stability, high standard of
living, and citizen satisfaction stem from a system resilient to internal and external
challenges yet open to democratic evolution. By examining the historical evolution,
core structures, political parties, and vibrant mechanisms of direct democracy, this
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book offers a comprehensive guide to understanding the political landscape of this
remarkable microstate.

Through twenty-five chapters, "The Politics of Liechtenstein: A Guide to Politics and
the Political System in Liechtenstein" will take you on a journey from the origins of its
modern statehood, through the functions of its institutions and the dynamics of its
electoral system, to contemporary issues and the prospects for its future. Whether you
are a student, political observer, or simply curious about the inner workings of
Europe’s unique principalities, this guide aims to illuminate the remarkable story and
systems that underlie Liechtenstein’s enduring success.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Historical Context of
Liechtenstein’s Politics
To understand the political landscape of modern Liechtenstein, we must first delve
into its history, a narrative shaped by geographical constraints, the ambitions of
princely families, and the ever-shifting power dynamics of larger European neighbors.
Unlike many European states with long, uninterrupted histories of self-governance,
Liechtenstein's path to sovereignty was a more circuitous one, intrinsically linked to
the complex and eventually dissolving structure of the Holy Roman Empire. Its very
existence as a distinct political entity is a tale of strategic acquisitions and fortuitous
timing.

The territory that constitutes modern Liechtenstein consists of two historical lordships:
Schellenberg and Vaduz. These lands, situated along the Rhine River, held a crucial
status within the Holy Roman Empire: they were "immediate" territories, meaning they
were subject directly to the Holy Roman Emperor, rather than being part of a larger,
intermediate noble's domain. This direct relationship with the Emperor was key, as it
conferred a degree of autonomy and, crucially, the potential for a seat in the Imperial
Diet, the assembly of the Empire's constituent states.

The princely House of Liechtenstein, though wealthy and influential for centuries, did
not initially possess lands with this vital imperial immediacy. Their ancestral holdings
were largely in Bohemia, Moravia, and Silesia, territories subject to other powerful
nobles. For the Princes of Liechtenstein to gain a seat in the Imperial Diet, a
prerequisite for greater political standing and influence within the Empire, they
needed to acquire an immediate territory.

This quest led Prince Johann Adam Andreas von Liechtenstein to purchase the
Lordship of Schellenberg in 1699 and the County of Vaduz in 1712. These acquisitions,
while seemingly minor on the map, were politically significant. They provided the
House of Liechtenstein with the necessary territorial basis to claim their place among
the princes of the Holy Roman Empire.

The formal creation of the Imperial Principality of Liechtenstein occurred on January
23, 1719, when Emperor Charles VI decreed the unification of Schellenberg and Vaduz
and elevated the territory to the status of a Reichsfürstentum, naming it in honor of
his loyal servant, Prince Anton Florian von Liechtenstein. This act marked the official
birth of the Principality as a sovereign member state of the Holy Roman Empire.

However, this newfound sovereignty existed within the framework of the Holy Roman
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Empire, a complex web of allegiances and obligations. True, unfettered independence
arrived with the Empire's demise. In 1806, under pressure from Napoleon Bonaparte,
Emperor Francis II abdicated and dissolved the Holy Roman Empire. This event had
profound consequences for its member states, including Liechtenstein. The legal and
political structures of the Empire vanished, and Liechtenstein found itself free from its
feudal ties to the Emperor.

The Principality then joined the Confederation of the Rhine, a French-dominated
alliance, from 1806 to 1813. While this period placed Liechtenstein under French
influence, it also solidified its status as a sovereign state, no longer owing allegiance
to any external feudal lord. Following Napoleon's defeat, Liechtenstein became a
member of the German Confederation from 1815 to 1866. This confederation,
presided over by the Austrian Emperor, was a loose association of German-speaking
states.

It was during its time in the German Confederation that Liechtenstein took early steps
toward constitutionalism. In 1818, Prince Johann I granted the Principality a limited
constitution. This early document, while not establishing a fully democratic system,
created the institution of the Landtag, a representative body, albeit one with limited
powers. Initially, the Landtag was largely an assembly of the estates, with the clergy
and peasantry represented by deputies, whose primary function was to assent to tax
demands.

A more significant constitutional development occurred in 1862 with the adoption of a
new constitution. This marked a crucial step in the evolution of Liechtenstein's political
system, moving it further away from absolute monarchy towards a more constitutional
framework. The 1862 constitution transformed the Landtag into a more genuinely
representative body, with a significant portion of its members elected by the people,
albeit indirectly. The number of members was reduced, and while the Prince still
appointed some members, the majority were elected.

The 1862 constitution also granted the Landtag greater participation in the legislative
process, the right to approve important international treaties, fiscal authority through
the approval of taxes, and oversight of state administration. However, the Prince
retained considerable power and the Landtag had no influence on the formation of the
government or the appointment of the principal judge.

The mid-19th century also saw the abolition of the Liechtenstein military in 1868.
Following the Austro-Prussian War and the dissolution of the German Confederation,
Liechtenstein was no longer obligated to maintain a military force. The Landtag seized
this opportunity to refuse further military expenditures, and Prince Johann II agreed to
disband the small army. This move solidified Liechtenstein's neutrality, a policy that
would prove crucial in navigating the tumultuous 20th century.
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The late 19th and early 20th centuries were a period of significant social and economic
change across Europe, and Liechtenstein was not immune. While remaining a largely
agrarian society, there were early signs of industrialization. However, World War I had
a profound impact. The economic devastation caused by the war led to popular unrest
within the Principality. This discontent directly contributed to a demand for a new
constitution that would grant the people greater political rights and establish a more
democratic system.

The collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Empire in 1918 also necessitated a reorientation
of Liechtenstein's foreign policy. Historically, its closest ties had been with Austria.
With the dissolution of the Habsburg monarchy, Liechtenstein turned towards its other
neighbor, Switzerland. This shift would have a lasting impact on Liechtenstein's
political and economic development, leading to a close partnership that continues to
this day. The customs agreement with Austria was terminated in 1919, paving the way
for a new relationship with Switzerland.

The political climate following World War I, coupled with the growing demand for
democratic reform, set the stage for the adoption of the 1921 Constitution. This
document, which remains the cornerstone of Liechtenstein's political system, would
fundamentally alter the balance of power within the Principality, ushering in a new era
of shared sovereignty between the Prince and the people. It was a pivotal moment in
Liechtenstein's history, laying the groundwork for the unique blend of monarchical,
parliamentary, and direct democratic elements that characterize its politics today.
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