
16

Differences that matter – and those that do not

It should be abundantly clear by now that the post-communist world is
home to substantial variety – and a fair degree of national idiosyncrasy – in
discourses of democracy. This richness suggests immediately that applying a
one-size-fits-all template of what constitutes democracy is inadvisable, still
less that such a template should be applied to the evaluation of democratic
development across all countries. We can talk about the way democracy
works and the prospects for democratization in countries such as Yugoslavia
or Belarus without assuming that democracy can only be a matter of impo-
sition of a standard liberal constitutionalist model. What democracy means
and can mean varies substantially across different countries (this is no less
true for more developed countries such as Germany, Britain, France, Italy,
and the United States). Of course, crossnational similarities do exist – and
we shall investigate patterns of similarity and difference in this chapter.
Before turning to this comparative analysis, let us summarize the light we
have shed on extant accounts of political transition in the post-communist
world.

East and West: matters of degree

In chapter 1 we argued against applying a universal minimalist model of
democracy to assessment of the progress of and prospects for democratic
transitions. Such a model assumes no consequential differences between
the kinds of democracy available in the West and East, or anywhere else.
But it is equally mistaken to see post-communist democratization in sui
generis terms (as proposed, for example, by Kaldor and Vejvoda, 1999). The
simultaneity of their transitions does indeed distinguish the Central and
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East European states from other transition states – such as in Latin America
and Southern Europe since the mid-1970s. We also accept that there is a
difference between those older, more stable liberal democracies in which
electoral democracy and the associated rule of law really has become the
only game in town, and those in which this is much less certain. Yet we
reject the notion of difference and sui generis as applied to CEE for two
related reasons.

First, culture and political history do not permanently divide the West
and CEE. There is plenty of alienation, turmoil, and repression – not to
mention episodes of dictatorship – in the democratic history of the West.
In the United States, civil war may be a distant memory – but intense and
violent racial conflict is not, and today only around 35 percent of eligible
voters (50 percent of registered voters) bother to vote in most US elections.
France underwent unconstitutional regime transformation as recently as
1958. The “stateness” of many Western democracies is both recent and
tenuous. Germany and Italy did not exist as nation-states until the late
nineteenth century. Separatist movements, some of them violent, exist in
Italy, France (Corsica), the United Kingdom, Spain (the Basque country and
Catalonia), Belgium, and Canada. (On disruptive regionalism in Europe,
see de Winter and Türsan, 1998.) The West should not be viewed as a
stable counterpart to an unstable and conflictual East. Not all of the West’s
problems are processed by constitutional means.

Differences in economic development between East and West are more
easily measured and more obviously pronounced. Even here, though, the
margins are blurred. The differences between Slovenia and Czechia on one
side, and Greece or Portugal (both European Union members) on the other,
are not great. But, even if we recognize substantial differences in levels of
economic development, economy is not destiny. As Przeworski, et al. (1997,
2000), demonstrate, the wealthier a country, the more likely that it will re-
main democratic. But cases such as India demonstrate that the odds can be
beaten.

In short, any difference between at least the more democratized CEE states
and the West look to be of degree rather than kind. (We reiterate that this
recognition does not imply acceptance of a single model of democracy, such
as the minimalist/electoralist one.)1

1 We do not argue that all post-communist states are clearly on democratization paths. But we
do count ourselves among the more optimistic observers. Archie Brown (2000, p. 177) may
initially appear too negative in suggesting that less than half of the post-communist states
are democratic (though not if he means that they are relatively consolidated). However, he
claims that only this number are “firmly” categorized as such, while many more are “hybrid”
or “mixed.” Allowing that the latter are merely not very far along the democratization path
produces a more positive picture.
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Our second reason for not treating the East in sui generis terms is that
every country is on one level sui generis, in the West just as much as in CEE
(and this is where our differences with the minimalist model are crystal-
lized). Indeed, this is the whole point of our analysis of what democracy and
democratization mean in particular societies. Ranking countries on scales
of democracy and freedom such as those produced by Freedom House has
its uses (for an attempt at crosspolity measurement of democracy in terms
of the relative power of elites and nonelites, see Bollen, 1980). But such
rankings imply that there is a single scale to be ascended, and that ascent can
eventually be completed. We believe that integral to democracy is the idea
that it can never be completed, and that there are many ways to pursue the
project. However, the observant reader will have realized that there is some
implicit ranking in the sequencing of our six groups of countries.2

Erasing lines across the East

Our results also call into question the lines that many observers have drawn
across the post-communist world. As already indicated, for example,
Vachudová and Snyder (1997) put Slovakia, Bulgaria, and Romania on the
wrong side of the dividing line. Huntington’s (1996) line is placed slightly
differently, separating Orthodox from Western civilizations. But in almost
all such classifications, (most of) Romania, Yugoslavia, and Bulgaria are
on the wrong, Balkan, or Orthodox side of the dividing line. In contrast,
the northern part of CEE is treated as having more liberal or social demo-
cratic potential. However much Huntington’s analysis is rejected by scholars
familiar with the region, it remains very influential in US foreign policy-
making circles, and so matters crucially when it comes to the prospects for
democratization globally.

The fact that the term “Balkan” clearly has derogatory connotations is
borne out by the fact that many Slovenes and even some Croats3 balk (sic)
at the notion that their country is part of the Balkans (Ágh, 1993, supporting
this position, even refers to “Crovenia”). Perhaps even more interesting
is that many Bulgarians prefer not to be seen as “Balkan” – despite the
fact that the Balkan ranges are located in their country! We have no intention
of denying something as undeniable as a mountain range. But we can and

2 Our implicit ranking does indeed resemble that in recent Freedom House rankings. For other
rankings, see the Nations in Transit table in Fish (1998, p. 217) and the World Development
Report cited in Bunce (1999a, p. 764).

3 See the letter from Darko Bubic in Business Central Europe (http://www.bcemag.com),
September 2000, p. 10. Bubic writes that “Croatia does not belong to the Balkans –
geographically, politically or historically . . . There is no reason to put it under the same
heading as Romania, Bulgaria, Albania or the other ‘stuff.’”
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do challenge readymade and unquestioned assumptions about “the Balkan
mentality,” for various reasons.

At the most “common-sensical,” it appeared to many observers, including
senior officials in the European Union, throughout most of the 1990s that
Slovenia was making far more progress in its transition than its northerly
neighbor Slovakia. For the sake of argument, however, we shall accede to the
wishes of those Slovenes who prefer not to have their country connected to
the Balkans (despite the fact that it was part of pre-1991 Yugoslavia for more
than seventy years). Using the method adopted in this study for assessing the
commitment to – and hence prospects for – democratic discourses, Bulgaria
and Romania come out ahead of Slovakia and not too far behind Poland
and Czechia.

Other anomalies can be found further east. In general, it is clear that
the patterns of discourses we have found in the countries of the former
Soviet Union are more problematic than those present in the other countries
formerly in the Soviet bloc (and Yugoslavia). But the case of Georgia is
a positive anomaly in this pattern. And, without exception, in all of the
countries of the former Soviet Union analyzed, we have found at least one
discourse with recognizable and strong democratic commitments.

Our generally sympathetic approach to the possibilities for post-
communist democratization in all parts of the region is consistent with
the relatively upbeat assessments of analysts such as W. Miller, White, and
Heywood (1998; based on 1993 surveys) and A. Miller, et al. (2000). Even
though such surveys often reflect Western construction, and are sensitive
to short-term political events, we welcome their contributions. Indeed,
in an ideal world, we would like to run surveys ourselves to measure the
relative proportions of the citizenry supporting each discourse. However,
the collapse of communism itself demonstrates that discourses involving
tiny minorities (such as Czechoslovak dissidents) that would not be picked
up in surveys can eventually have substantial political effect. (Hard-line Q
methodologists would also doubt that the information so generated would
be worth the trouble; see chapter 2.) One advantage of an approach such as
ours that can discern marginal currents is that it counters analysts who are
tempted to talk prematurely of failed transitions (for example, N. Miller,
1997, on Serbia), and who fail to discern more promising possibilities
beneath the discursive surface of a society.

Pasts, presents, and futures

The varied discourses and concomitant surprises we have unearthed in par-
ticular countries also indicate that it is unwise, even wrong, to categorize a
country – still less predict its long-run prospects for democracy – solely on
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the basis of its political history and associated traditions of political culture.
We have shown that culture is almost always multidimensional, and never
the prisoner of any unitary history. Among discourses that can be inter-
preted in light of history, some can be identified with a recent past – be it
opposition to a communist regime, or nostalgia for the order that such a
regime provided. Others reflect a deeper history – in the Polish case, lega-
cies from over two centuries. Still others represent a much more recent past:
their values and attitudes appear to be formed in terms of positive, neg-
ative, or equivocal assessment of the performance of the post-communist
regime. Then there are those discourses that make more sense in terms of
comparisons with other countries and ideas, typically “the West,” be these
comparisons a matter of imitation, yearning, or rejection.

Thus, while we acknowledge, and indeed highlight, the influence of the
past, this should be read as neither a path-dependent, nor a political-cultural,
determinist interpretation of political discourses in post-communist coun-
tries, and of their influence on the way politics currently works, or on
prospects for political development. Such accounts abound in the litera-
ture (see, for example, Ágh, 1993; Brzezinski, 1993); often they underpin
negative evaluations and even gloomier predictions about the dire fate in-
evitably in store for particular countries (this is especially true of Gati, 1996).
Such evaluations and predictions do, however, often have to be revised dra-
matically and suddenly in light of political events. For example, the defeat of
Mečiar in the Slovakian elections of October 1998 suddenly made Slovakia
look as though it was not confined to a version of populism verging on au-
thoritarianism after all (events in Yugoslavia in late 2000 instigated similar
reassessment). Long treated as the negative counterpart to Czechia, in terms
of both economic structure and political performance, Slovakia moved
ahead in the rankings. Such changes lead to a hurried rewriting of history,
and this highlights what is wrong with cultural determinist accounts: they
involve selective backward reading of history from present circumstances.

Among those who share our rejection of determinism are authors, such as
Steven Fish (1999, especially pp. 799–811), who believe that democratization
depends crucially on the contingent outcomes of elite struggles (he calls
his approach “political constructivism”; see also O’Donnell and Schmitter,
1986). We differ from Fish in allowing greater scope for the influence of
culture and history – but understood in multifarious terms, always providing
a range of opportunities and constraints.

The influence of the past is rarely the influence of the past. Rather, that in-
fluence is far more complex and pluralistic than generally allowed. Particular
discourses can relate positively to different pasts: the communist near past,
and deeper precommunist pasts. Others will reject one or more of these pasts
(perhaps all of them), or recall some aspects positively, others negatively.
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Given this complexity – or, to put it in more positive terms, richness – of both
legacies and reactions to them, deterministic arguments are both limiting
and misleading. They are usually postulated on external observers’ arbitrary
selection of particular historical circumstances and symbols. Moreover, they
are frequently circular, based on what appears to be happening at present in
a given country, which is then explained by selective reading of the past.

To reiterate, our position, in contrast to cultural determinism, is that
histories and pasts do matter, but that we need to be fully aware of inconsis-
tencies and contradictions in these histories, and of varied reactions to these
histories that can be found among citizens of any country. We do not deny
the enormous influence of history, but simply problematize it. This enables
us to view the past as providing resources as well as constraints. While some
citizens may indeed hanker after one or more periods in the past that ap-
pear incompatible with democracy, others will reject those pasts, which is of
course more conducive both to the successful operation of democracy in the
present and to further democratic development. Thus resources for democ-
racy and further democratization projects can be found not just in countries
like Poland and Czechia, but also in countries like Romania, Georgia, and
even Russia that have no clearly democratic episodes in their history.

Party systems and discursive fields

Having rejected determinisms based on both geography and history, let us
now show how our results speak to arguments to the effect that the prospects
for democratization depend crucially on party system stabilization. In line
with earlier analyses of democratization that did not focus on CEE (e.g.,
Powell, 1982), several analysts (Shevtsova and Bruckner, 1997; Kitschelt,
et al., 1999; A. Miller, et al., 2000) have argued that it is crucial that party
systems be consolidated and stabilized in the post-communist world.4 By
the late 1990s such crystallization seemed to be occurring in some coun-
tries. In Bulgaria and Hungary, for example, the same parties were appearing
election after election, with reasonably identifiable constituencies and ide-
ologies. In other cases, such as Russia, there was partial crystallization, in that
some parties had settled with identifiable ideologies and policies, and often
constituencies, while each election saw too a number of new or revamped
parties. The December 1999 Russian elections featured well-established par-
ties (Communists, the Liberal Democrats, Yabloko) and a number of new
ones. Over 60 percent of the party list votes (Rose, 2000a) went to these new
parties, none of which was more than six months old.

4 For a useful collection of classic writings on party systems since about 1960, see Wolinetz
(1998).

Cambridge Books Online © Cambridge University Press, 20093 4B 97 B7 D7B C 8 C7 3 3 34 7 3D :DD C  53 4B 97 B9 5 B7 D7B C :DD C  B9  ,1  
. 3 7 8B :DD C  53 4B 97 B9 5 B7 3 4B 97 2 7BC D /3 0 3D C 4 75D D D:7

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511492112.023
https://www.cambridge.org/core


D I F F E R E N C E S T H A T M A T T E R – A N D T H O S E T H A T D O N O T 261

How can more crystallized systems be facilitated? Of course, electoral sys-
tems make a difference (see Bielasiak, 1997; Isiyama and Velten, 1998). CEE
countries have often adopted blends of proportional representation with
simple or absolute (the latter usually allowing for French-style runoffs)
majority voting.5 The details matter: Poland’s initial lack of representation
thresholds led to a very large number of parties in parliament. The subse-
quent introduction of thresholds reduced the number of parties. Ukraine
for its part had an absolute majority system with a relatively high (50 per-
cent) minimum turnout requirement, which left many seats unfilled even
after several runoffs in the 1994 elections. Ukraine then dropped this re-
quirement and introduced elements of proportional representation in time
for the March 1998 election, and reaped the benefits.6

The nature of executive–legislature relations also makes a difference to
party systems. Stepan and Skach (1993) among others argue that par-
liamentarism is better than either presidentialism or a mixed system for
consolidating democracy. This may be true where institutions have been
reasonably well clarified, and where parties do not reflect deep social divi-
sions. Otherwise, especially when there is both a serious identity crisis and
multiple simultaneous transitions to be managed, parliamentarism may be
more hazardous. But, as Hill (1994) argues, parties are unlikely to know
what their roles are until there has been some clarification of the executive–
legislature relationship.

Even with such clarification and the establishment of appropriate electoral
rules, much still depends on the behavior of party leaders. Constitutional
engineering will have limited impact if parties detach themselves from their
voters (after the fashion of delegative democracy; see chapter 1), or split
and re-form in short-term parliamentary games. How the presidency treats
parties also matters a lot. The Russian and Polish legislatures among oth-
ers have often been fragmented and irresponsible, but, like the archetypical
naughty schoolboy who is disruptive partly out of frustration, might be-
have better if given responsibilities. In Russia, President Yeltsin after 1993
preferred punishment and rule by decree.7

The degree of alignment of parties with society’s interests and cleavages
also matters (for a classic statement of this point, see Lipset and Rokkan,
1967). Some such reflection already occurs in CEE countries, in correlations

5 Hungary has a particularly complicated version of this blend, while Bulgaria’s is not simple
either.

6 Following the first round of elections in 1994, only 49 of 450 seats were filled; at the end of
the first round in 1998, 413 of 450 seats had been filled.

7 Even in Russia, it is worth remembering that even the more extreme parties accept the
electoral system, and engage in their disruption within parliament. Russia in the late 1990s
did see some learning and maturing on the part of party leaders and others.
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between party affiliation and cleavages such as class, gender, age, urbaniza-
tion level, religion, and ethnicity (see, e.g., Evans and Whitefield, 1996). But
support for parties does not have to be based on social cleavage and material
interests (A. Miller, et al., 2000). Such correlations can be very fluid, just
as nowadays in the West, with many parties behaving in “catch-all” fashion
and so loosening their ties to traditional constituencies.

In the post-communist world, it has not always been clear what interests
exist that are politically salient. In other words, people have been unsure
about where they stood in the stratification of the new order, or indeed about
the key features of that stratification. If interests are unclear, then ideology
can fill the gap. At its worst, this means that authoritarian demagogues create
and then draw upon aggressive ethnic nationalism, making use of the fact
that ethnic identity may be more quickly recognizable to people than class in-
terests. But at its best, party difference based on ideological cleavage could re-
flect precisely the discursive differences we have identified. To put it crudely,
one party per discourse might produce a relatively stable arrangement.

An obvious objection to this claim is that such a state of affairs would
entrench the idea that politics is mostly about constitutional arrangements
rather than within constitutional arrangements, which to Offe is the hall-
mark of unconsolidated democracy. Such conflicts can be processed peace-
fully (Federalists versus Antifederalists in the early United States) or violently
(Free Staters versus Republicans in 1920s Ireland – a conflict that still forms
the basis of the party system in the Irish Republic). But the discourses of
democracy we identified generally do not have this all-or-nothing incompat-
ibility about them. They concern differing views about how best to organize
and operate the political economy, and in this they are not so different
from many of the discourses that one finds in association with parties in
the West. The distinction between politics about constitutions and politics
within constitutions is also in the end untenable; constitutional reform can
itself be processed by constitutional means.

In the case of Russia, in particular, we do observe between the 1995 and
1999 elections a shift in the party system that aligns it more closely with
the pattern of discourses we found in our study, carried out in late 1997.
Notably, the Russian discourse of Chastened Democracy is reasonably con-
sistent with the platform of Yabloko; Reactionary Anti-Liberalism with the
Communist Party of the Russian Federation; and Authoritarian Develop-
ment with Putin’s Unity party. The first two of these conjunctions were
in place in 1995, the third occurred only in 1999. We therefore suggest,
with caution, that Russia’s party system in the late 1990s crystallized further
around the discourses that pervade Russian society. And while correlation
does not imply causality, we note further that by 2000 parliamentary politics
in Russia was less irresponsible and chaotic than in most earlier years.
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The Russian case shows however that the alignment of the party system in
terms consistent with the popular discursive field is not sufficient to ensure
(democratically) well-behaved parties and a smooth democratization path.
Equally important is the content of the discourses so aligned. If a country
features a party and an associated discourse that does not accept any rules of
the game that do not guarantee its own domination, then democratization
remains fragile, even in the presence of a crystallized party system. The three
Russian discourses we identified appear to have little interest in compro-
mise, or in recognizing one another’s legitimacy. However, while seemingly
unconducive to democratization, this situation does not preclude political
leadership making creative use of elements of these seemingly incompatible
discourses – in particular, shared commitments to honest government and
enhanced state capacity to develop and implement law and policy.

Crossnational patterns

Discursive variety, richness, and complexity notwithstanding, we now at-
tempt to summarize the crossnational patterns we have found, and draw
some comparative conclusions. Inevitably, a degree of simplification and
generalization accompanies this process, because in moving to this level we
cannot retain in sight all the subtleties of each discourse in each country.
Nevertheless, we believe that such analysis is instructive, not just in terms
of what it reveals, but also in what it refutes in the way of some other
generalizations about post-communist democratization that have gained
currency.

We begin this summary comparative analysis with a tabular classification
of the discourses we have found for each country. Table 16.1 classifies each
country’s discourses in terms of fourteen categories. The letters in each cell
refer to the discourse in question from each country that is classified in
that cell; for example, the letter D in the cell “China–participatory” refers
to Chinese discourse D, Alienated Egalitarianism. Some – but not all – of
the fourteen categories relate to the dimensions of models of democracy
introduced in chapter 1. The reader will recall that these dimensions are:

Social democracy to libertarianism
Authoritarianism to open society
Civil society to a strong state
Pluralism to republicanism
Elitism to participation
Nationalism to cosmopolitanism.

Of these dimensions, libertarianism, open society, civil society, plural-
ism, and cosmopolitanism do not appear as categories in table 16.1. We
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found no libertarian discourse anywhere. Emphases on open society, civil
society, pluralism, and cosmopolitanism proved hard in practice to distin-
guish from a “liberal” classification; while there are subtle differences, in
the end little is lost (at least for purposes of classification) by not distin-
guishing them from the liberal category – while much is gained in terms
of parsimony. Though one can imagine nonliberal civil society and cos-
mopolitanism, in practice we found no strong representation of these
possibilities.

From the general categories mentioned in chapter 1, we are, then, left
with liberal, republican, participatory, social democratic, strong state, eli-
tist, nationalistic, and authoritarian categories. To these we add – in large
measure inductively, to make sense of our results – the following more spe-
cific categories of political orientation:

Moralistic, emphasizing the need for politics to be guided by a particular
morality

Economistic, seeing the main point of politics as the promotion of wealth
Disaffected, from the post-communist status quo
Nostalgic, for a predemocratic past
Communist
Presidential populist.

Our categories are not mutually exclusive, meaning that any one discourse
can appear in more than one category. For example, our Moldovan discourse
A, Socialist Authoritarianism, is classified in table 16.1 as disaffected, nos-
talgic, communist, and authoritarian.

Let us now examine the broad patterns that the classification exercise
summarized in table 16.1 reveal. First, and perhaps most importantly, we
have shown that in all our countries, including those in which the post-
communist road has been most troubled, at least one discourse can be
found which contains resources for a democratization project. That is, all
our countries have at least one discourse that is either liberal, republican,
participatory, or social democratic. Even China has its Liberal Democracy
discourse, and even Yugoslavia has its Democratic Future discourse. And
when it comes to discourses that are ostensibly antipathetic to democracy,
such antipathy might in some cases (even in the seemingly extreme case
of Socialist Authoritarianism in Moldova, for example) be explicable in
terms of perceived connections between “democracy” and the severe dis-
locations and disappointments that have accompanied “actually existing”
post-communism. While outsiders, especially in the West, might find it hard
to equate such dislocations with any accepted conception of democracy, such
a link may be more plausible and apparent to the people who have had to
live under such conditions.
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In all cases, then, there are at least some resources for the operation of
democracy, on which democratic reformers might draw. This rarely means
that there is a point-by-point correspondence between a reformer’s model
and a discourse. Sometimes it may take considerable effort to establish con-
nections – for example, between Romania’s Civic Fundamentalism and a
republican model of democracy. We have argued that democratic reform
always means furthering the quest for more authentic democracy, not seek-
ing some cutoff of acceptability – such as that specified by proponents of
a minimalist approach to democracy and democratization (see chapter 1).
Some discourses suggest movement beyond this particular cutoff; in some
cases that cutoff itself might remain an unfulfilled aspiration, but particular
discourses point toward or beyond it.

Yet we should not dwell on the positive here without also recogniz-
ing the negative – or rather negatives, because trouble assumes different
forms in different cases. One source of trouble is disaffection from the
post-communist political order. In Belarus, Slovakia, China, and Yugoslavia
this disaffection takes the form of hostility to persistent authoritarianism,
so democrats have little cause to worry. But in other cases, disaffection
is more cause for concern; though, as we have noted, it may represent
annoyance with the dislocations that the post-communist era has brought,
rather than hostility to democracy as such. Disaffection is, however, associ-
ated with very clearly anti-democratic sentiments in Russia, Moldova, and
Ukraine. In Armenia and Russia, dissatisfaction takes the form of every one
of the discourses we have identified evidencing considerable disaffection
from the post-communist status quo. Both countries do of course feature
plenty of justifiable causes for complaint; but they are hardly unique in this
respect.

The mere presence of a disaffected discourse does not of itself condemn a
country to instability and anti-democratic reaction. Cynical and sometimes
even overtly anti-democratic discourses can be found in the West too (for
evidence on the United States and Australia, see Dryzek and Berejikian, 1993,
and Dryzek, 1994). The propaganda of extreme-right groups in the United
States, Western Europe, and elsewhere does meet with some discursive
resonance (though also resistance).

A somewhat different kind of cause for concern from the point of view
of democracy is where authoritarian post-communist regimes or govern-
ments find a supportive discourse. Belarus, China, Slovakia (under Mečiar),
and Yugoslavia (under Milošević) all feature such a discourse. However, the
cases of Slovakia in 1998 and Yugoslavia in 2000 show that the presence of
such a discourse does not prevent a government with authoritarian lean-
ings exiting more or less peacefully upon electoral defeat (there was some
violence in Yugoslavia, though surprisingly little given Milošević’s control
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over the police and army). The regimes in Belarus and China at the time
of writing show little inclination to submit themselves to a free and fair
electoral test.8 In this reluctance they can indeed find popular discursive
support – though in each case there is also a discourse that longs for such
a test.

Of the countries we have examined, those with neither an authoritarian
discourse supporting an authoritarian regime nor a disaffected authoritarian
discourse opposing a more democratic regime are Czechia, Georgia, Poland,
Romania, and Bulgaria. However, discourses we have found in Georgia,
Romania, and Bulgaria present some cause for concern. In Georgia, two
out of three discourses – Presidential Statism and Firm Constitutionalism –
emphasize above all the need for political order accompanied by strong
governmental authority, and are hostile to parliament and parties. But they
could not be categorized as authoritarian because their emphasis is accom-
panied by support for human rights and the idea that legitimate government
is founded in popular support. In our discussion of Georgia (as for Russia),
we emphasized the democratic benefits of a strong and uncorrupted state
that could find association with such discourses, though it is not hard to dis-
cern the authoritarian options that Presidential Statism in particular might
end up supporting.

Romania too features two discourses that, while not explicitly authoritar-
ian, appear from the outside to feature equivocal commitments to democ-
racy. Civic Fundamentalism embodies a contradiction between strong civic
commitments and support for checks and balances with a moralistic belief
that in politics there are correct answers that everyone ought to recognize.
While with time we can imagine such a discourse evolving in a more truly
republican direction, it is also easy to imagine it becoming impatient with
those who do not share its particular vision of morality (concern might
be lessened here by noting that Australia has a very similar discourse of
“Right-Minded Democracy” – see Dryzek, 1994). Another Romanian dis-
course, Deferential Collectivism, subscribes to the symbols and forms of
democracy, but this commitment is very tentative, and democracy itself is
treated as dispensable in the case of crisis.

This leaves Bulgaria, Czechia, and Poland as the three countries whose
discursive configuration suggests the least problematic outlook for democ-
racy. Czechia and Poland are no surprise. The inclusion of Bulgaria in this
category is perhaps more surprising, especially to those who classify Bulgaria
as mired in Balkan clientelism and authoritarian ethnic nationalism. There
are nationalist and isolationist tendencies in two of the three Bulgarian

8 On the shortcomings of the Belarusian elections in October 2000, see International Herald
Tribune, November 1, 2000, p. 8.
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discourses, but these are tempered by strong liberal and participatory com-
mitments in the same discourses.

Four democratization roads

While we could try to squeeze more out of taxonomies of the sort developed
in the previous section, and contemplate further the causes of the cross-
national differences and similarities we have found, to belabor such matters
would remove us further from the interpretive and possibilistic epistemo-
logical commitments we set out in chapter 1. Our basic interest is in the
idea of progressively more authentic democracy in which popular control
is substantive rather than symbolic, and engaged by competent citizens. In
this light, a better way to distill our findings is in terms of discursive re-
sources, opportunities, and constraints for four democratization roads: the
liberal, the republican, the participatory, and the statist. Note that we do not
say four roads to democracy, which could imply that democracy is a single,
well-defined destination.

The first and most familiar road is liberal. One reason for its familiarity
is that many Western analysts do not accept that any other road exists.
Francis Fukuyama’s “end of history” thesis may now belong to a different
era of universalistic thinking about the global triumph of liberal democracy
plus capitalism. But the idea that the only democracy worth talking about
is liberal democracy is still widely shared among some highly influential
analysts (see chapter 1).

Liberals define democracy in terms of the aggregation and reconciliation
of given interests defined in the private realm and represented by parties
and interest groups under a system of neutral constitutional rules that both
regulate competition and specify a range of individual rights against gov-
ernment. The state is limited in its reach, constrained by an institutional
separation of powers and the need to establish a realm for the capitalist
market to regulate economic affairs. Individual pursuit of material interest
is seen as the dominant fact of both economics and politics, though little is
expected in the competence of ordinary citizens when it comes to politics.
Liberal minimalists as introduced in chapter 1 constitute an important sub-
set of the liberal democratic category, with the most skeptical view of citizen
competence and greatest appreciation for mass apathy.

While we have found no discourse in any of our countries that is a per-
fect match to the liberal democratic model, we have found several that are
sympathetic to its key tenets. The countries with the closest match were
China (A, Radical Liberal Democracy), Belarus (A+, Liberal Democracy),
Russia (A, Chastened Democracy), and Romania (A, Liberal Democracy).
The relevant discourses in Belarus and Romania are very liberal in their fear
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of, respectively, majority rule and public opinion. The fact that China and
Belarus are authoritarian systems while liberal democratic development is
problematic in Romania and – still more so – Russia shows that the simple
presence of a discourse does not ensure development in its direction. The
discourse in question may have to contend with an overtly authoritarian
regime (as in China and Belarus) as well as some vehemently anti-liberal
discourses (in China, Belarus, and Russia). But at least some discursive
resources for the liberal road are available.

Four countries possess a discourse that is essentially liberal democratic,
but differs in one key feature. Yugoslavia’s discourse A, Democratic Future,
is limited in its toleration of perceived extremists, and may possibly interpret
majority rule (which it favors) as Serb majority rule. Georgia’s discourse A,
Democratic Enthusiasm, has a more moralistic view of politics than liberals
prefer (which moves it toward the republican road). Likewise, Slovakia’s
discourse A, Developing Pluralism, believes that political action should of-
ten be motivated by a commitment to the common good. And Bulgaria’s
discourse A, New Democratic Thinking, is more democratic than liberal in
its denial of the need for checks on the power of an active citizenry.

Two countries have discourses that are more tenuously liberal democratic.
Moldova’s discourse B, Democratic Development, is somewhat statist in the
kind of protection it seeks for individuals, has little interest in minority
rights, and recognizes the rightful existence of a political class. Bulgaria’s
discourse B, Democratic Nationalism, is liberal in all respects except denial
of equal rights for all ethnic groups.

Two countries have discourses that have some liberal aspects but are more
social democratic in their advocacy of a relatively large and active welfare
state pursuing material redistribution. Ukraine’s discourse A (Social Democ-
racy) and Armenia’s discourse A (Impossible Social Democracy) fall into
this category. These discourses are wary of market individualism and profit-
seeking behavior and so might worry more market-oriented liberals. Still,
social democracy is in the end closely related to liberal democracy.

Two seemingly surprising omissions from this list of countries with liberal
democratic discourses are Poland and Czechia, which in fact highlight the
possibilities for the republican road. In some respects this road parallels the
liberal one, but differs in its identification of the essence of politics in terms
of active, public-spirited citizenship, as political actors strive to discover and
create common interests. This republican ideal finds clear manifestation in
Poland’s discourse A, Civic Republicanism, and Czechia’s discourse A, Civic
Enthusiasm. As we explained in the chapters on these two countries, the
republican road also looms large in their history, and many of their post-
communist features that alarm liberals look positive from a republican point
of view. Liberals can all too easily mistake republicanism’s hostility to the
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politics of material interest and deal-making for hostility to democracy as
such.

Beyond Poland and Czechia, republican twists can also be found in the
essentially liberal discourses we have noted in Georgia (discourse A, Demo-
cratic Enthusiasm) and Slovakia (Developing Pluralism) in terms of their
moralistic commitment to a politics of the common good. The kind of
moralism committed to clean government, social morality, collective inter-
ests, and the rule of law found in China’s discourse C (Concerned Tradi-
tionalism) would have to be stretched a long way to meet republicanism,
because it takes a limited view of the competence of citizens (though in
this it is consistent with the Madisonian strand of republicanism), and,
more seriously, wants a continued leading role for the Chinese Commu-
nist Party. Romania’s discourse B, Civic Fundamentalism, shares with re-
publicanism the idea that the common good can be defined in unitary
terms, but is intolerant of the idea that people may honestly differ about
what is in the common interest, and so need debate and compromise.
Romania’s Civic Fundamentalism treats political truth as something that
exists and ought to prevail, rather than something to be discovered in
dialogue.

Compared to liberal democracy, the republican path would be less inter-
ested in – indeed, would discourage – parties and interest groups represent-
ing the material interests of segments of the population. Republicanism
takes a dim view of sectional interests led by careerists organizing in such
terms, and so would not be especially worried by (say) a parliament that
featured weakly consolidated parties. More positively, the republican path
would seek both formal (state) and informal (public sphere) opportunities
for the exercise and development of active citizenship. This in turn might
require civic education. Networks of civic engagement are treated as more
important than party systems and interest groups. When it comes to lead-
ership, politics is conceptualized as a commitment rather than a career, and
public virtue is expected of those who engage in it.

These differences notwithstanding, the republican path shares the lib-
eral emphasis on the separation of powers and rule of law. The distinction
between the two paths lies less in formal institutions than in the kinds of
attitudes and motivations brought to politics, which in turn condition the
nature of political interaction. For Poland and Czechia, we showed how this
is manifested in the “politics of truth” associated with the legacy of pre-
1989 oppositional civil society. Such politics is treated with scorn by liberal
democrats such as Linz and Stepan (1996).

Liberals have even less time for the participatory road, given its de-
sire to activate a citizenry liberals would consider is best left dormant.
Liberals believe that this road places unrealistic demands on the political
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capacities of ordinary people. The participatory road has not been explored
by any post-communist country, but we found participatory discourses
in China (D, Alienated Egalitarianism), Yugoslavia (B, Participatory Self-
Management), Bulgaria (C, Populist Isolationism), Poland (C, Disaffected
Majoritarianism), and Czechia (B, Disaffected Egalitarianism). In Bulgaria,
Poland, and Czechia the discourse in question appears quite alienated from
the post-communist status quo. In Poland and Czechia, what the discourse
seeks is in some ways a radicalization of the country’s republicanism, to
maximize the potential of an active citizenry, and to detach republicanism
from liberalism (as represented by separation of powers and constitutional
restraints). China’s Alienated Egalitarianism can be interpreted as a demand
for the regime actually to serve the ordinary people, rather than pretend to
do so.

Aside from this discursive support, it is hard to see the participatory road
as especially feasible in China, Bulgaria, Poland, and Czechia. However,
Yugoslavia is different. The discourse of Participatory Self-Management is a
direct heir to the self-management of economy and (later) polity practiced
under Tito. That discourse and legacy constitute a viable way to think about
democracy in Yugoslavia. This participatory road is especially attractive
because it is not associated with a liberal model of democracy that, the demise
of the Milošević regime notwithstanding, many Yugoslavs associate with
the Western enemies of their country. The fact that the Participatory Self-
Management discourse cuts across partisan political divisions in Yugoslavia
makes it additionally promising in a deeply torn society.

When liberal (including social democratic), republican, and participa-
tory roads are unavailable, recourse is necessary to a statist road. Ideally,
such a road would find a supportive discourse, of the sort we have found
in Armenia (C, Legalistic Paternalism), Georgia (B, Presidential Statism,
and C, Firm Constitutionalism), and Poland (B, Guided Democracy). The
statist road involves a strong state as introduced in chapter 1, with effec-
tive leadership committed to uncorrupted and constitutional government,
making laws and guiding an administration with the capacity to implement
policies, collect taxes, and resist both authoritarianism and anarchy. Such
a state is especially attractive where civil society is weak, society is deeply
divided, and corruption and organized crime are rampant in both polity
and economy. We addressed the case for such a state at length in the chapter
on Russia, more briefly in our discussions of Armenia and Georgia. Unlike
Armenia, Georgia, and Poland, Russia lacks a discourse that corresponds
directly to the statist democratization route. But we showed how elements
even of Russia’s discourses B and C, Reactionary Anti-Liberalism and Au-
thoritarian Development, could be enlisted in support of this road – notably,
in terms of their desire for an uncorrupted state, and their lamentation of
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alienation, loss of trust, and absence of civility and morality in government
and economy.

For Russia, it is hard to see what other road is available. Georgia features an
equally disastrous (perhaps even worse) set of post-communist experiences,
but there the statist road can draw upon two supportive discourses – and
the Shevardnadze presidency, for all its failings, has moved substantially
down this route. In Armenia, the statist road is explicitly supported by
one discourse, but could also make common cause with the discourse of
“Impossible Social Democracy,” which also advocates an interventionist,
capable state (though this discourse would have to shed its pessimism).

Obviously there are dangers with the statist road (as there are with all
roads). It is important not to confuse it with the liberal authoritarianism ad-
vocated by, for example, Jowitt (1992, p. 302), or the semi-authoritarianism
that Gati (1996) believes represents the most likely future for most post-
communist states. We have already rejected the argument that authoritari-
anism is conducive to – let alone necessary for – economic modernization
and growth. If the strong state is to be competent, effective, constructive,
and dynamic in supporting democratization, it has several tasks.

The first is to introduce a democratic constitution, though S. Holmes
(1995) for one believes it is better not to do this too quickly, so as to maxi-
mize the likelihood of producing a document that better reflects a particular
society’s needs and discourses. Obviously, once the constitution is passed,
it must be observed; a powerful constitutional court is one way of ensuring
this. If transition states are to overcome the corruption and organized crime
that are among the biggest threats to the rule of law and democracy’s legiti-
macy, clear property laws must be passed and implemented. Such laws will
encourage the development of legal economic activity independent of the
state, which in turn will promote the organization of civil society.9 Closely
related to this is the need for effective conflict of interest laws and laws on
political immunity.

A second task is to promote a division or separation of powers. At present,
one of the most important ways of doing this is to promote a responsible
legislature. Statist democratization would ideally involve effective executive
performance facilitating norms of compromise between previously warring
parliamentarians. As this happens, the executive may be confident in increas-
ing the real powers of parliament, thus establishing rule by law instead of
the rule by decree that some post-communist presidents (including Russia’s
Yeltsin) have practiced. A strong state, precisely because it is in important

9 This is not to equate an independent economic sector with civil society, though as Max Weber
and Barrington Moore point out, an autonomous business class can play an important civil
society role in controlling and limiting the state.
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respects exclusive, may even encourage (if not by design) the development of
a lively oppositional civil society – though so far the democratic benefits of
exclusive states for civil society can be discerned only in established Western
democracies, such as Germany, where corporatist policy-making (excluding
all interests except business and labor) has flourished (Dryzek, 1996b).

These four roads – liberal, republican, participatory, and statist – do not
necessarily exhaust the possibilities for democratization trajectories in the
post-communist world. Nor are they mutually exclusive. One can imagine,
for example, a felicitous combination of statism and the social democratic
variant of liberalism (appropriate, as we have noted, in Armenia). Yet re-
formers cannot pick and choose elements of each at will. Each road offers
a relatively coherent package, a core around which democratization can be
organized. And each is constrained by the discursive field we have described
in each country. For any such project to be reflexively democratic requires
some degree of resonance with this field. We have shown that some such
project is feasible in all the post-communist countries we have studied – even
Russia, which in many ways presents the least promising combination of
political-economic circumstances and discourses. Situations and prospects
may vary substantially across countries, but none of them should be written
off. Outsiders who are genuinely committed to the democratization project
can help through encouragement, keeping an open mind toward different
forms of democracy, and promoting the inclusion of post-communist states
in international society (e.g., through membership of the European Union).
Everywhere, there are democratic projects to be pursued.
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