The collapse of the communism system in Eastern Europe led to many far-reaching changes in the region.  One especially prominent feature of the transition from communism has been the rise of nationalism and ethnic conflict and violence.  So the question arises why nationalism was so prominent after communism, what about the new conditions facilitated this drive?  The reasons for this phenomenon are complex and contested, but one prominent argument highlights the role that the democratization process plays in fueling nationalist conflict.  Scholars have noted openings toward democracy have tended to provide fertile ground for nationalist movements to burgeon or gain momentum.
  One major reason for this is that in response to the new environment of political competition, in certain situations political elites associate themselves with nationalist messages and platforms in order to hold on to or gain political power.  In other words, many former Communists seized the “the opportunity to gain cheap popularity in explicit or implicit alliance with nationalist extremists”.
  In this paper, I will examine the effect that the democratization had on ex-communist political elites with regards to their policies and stances towards Muslim minorities in Bulgaria and Serbia and Montenegro.  In a comparative historical analysis, I will highlight and examine the opportunities that democratization provided politicians to pursue and instigate ethnic conflict for political gain.  These findings will further research on the relationship between nationalism and democracy, the potential for democratic consolidation in ethnically diverse countries, and on Muslim minorities in Eastern Europe.
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