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Abstract: Democratic Support in Post-Communist Europe

A large body of literature has emerged examining support for democracy in the newly democratized states in central and eastern Europe. Some scholars attribute this support to increases in civil liberty and political freedom (Mishler and Rose, 2000) and the new governments’ human rights performance (Klingemann and Hofferbert, 1998), while others argue that it is a function of economic conditions (Tóka, 1995) or citizens’ perceptions thereof (Evans and Whitefield, 1995).


This paper seeks to test democratic support in central and eastern Europe a decade after the fall of communism. Using the World Values Survey and relying on a conceptual framework by Norris (1999) encompassing different levels of political support, the first section distinguishes support for regime principles, regime performance, and regime institutions. Results of these comparisons may raise questions regarding the existence of a reservoir of legitimacy in the countries examined.


The next section discusses citizens’ views on alternative forms of government and tests the validity of the “Churchill hypothesis” (democracy as the least of evils; Rose, 1994). This is a particularly salient question in Central and Eastern Europe, where a majority of citizens have lived under regimes other than democracy, and are thus able to make comparisons based on genuine experiences rather than ideal types.


The following section looks at demographic variables in individual countries in search of patterns which might suggest certain core groups of democratic supporters. For instance, the age variable is chosen to investigate whether socialization under a democratic environment fosters support for both the ideal and actual practice of democracy, and the income variable is selected to assess whether support for democracy is more rooted in normative or instrumental concerns. The paper concludes by briefly addressing the notion of “critical citizens” (Dalton, 1998; Norris, 1999), and attempt to identify if such groups have emerged in central and eastern Europe.

