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Regional Differences
in Democratization:
The East Versus the South
Valerie Bunce 1

O

ne of the most vexing, yet fundamental issues in comparative study
is deciding whether the units to be analyzed, such as countries, the
same country at different timepoints, or regions of the world, are in fact
comparable. The answer to this question is at once practical and paradigmatic. On the practical side is a calculation regarding the mixture of similarities and differences among cases with respect to both causes and
outcomes. On the paradigmatic side is a larger issue: are the "truths" of
politics, economics, and the like transportable from one place to another (to
borrow from Hall and Tarrow, 1998), or are places so distinctive that each
must be analyzed on its own terms and in relative isolation?
These are precisely the questions that lie at the center of two recent and
relatively heated scholarly debates. The first is a more general one between
"area specialists" (however self- or other-defined) and "comparativists"
(again, however self- or other-defined) regarding the appropriate role of
theory versus place knowledge in social inquiry (see Hall and Tarrow, 1998).
At one extreme in these exchanges are those who call for more theory and
more comparison, and who question, at the same time, the value and validity
of single-unit studies, especially when these studies eschew theory, presume
distinctiveness, produce dense and idiosyncratic explanations, and reject, as
a result, the possibility of generalizability. On the other side are those who
argue that context matters a great deal, and who rail against those who
substitute theory for their deficiencies in substantive knowledge. Most of the
real world of scholarship, of course, lies between these two poles, wrestling
not so much with these "straw women" as with the practical difficulties
1
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involved in selecting cases and juggling theory and substance, parsimonious
and rich explanation.
The second debate is more substantive in nature and focuses on recent
democratization. Here, the controversy is over whether the experiences of
postcommunism 2 in the " e a s t ' or the area that used to be called the Soviet
Union and Eastern Europe, can be usefully compared with transitions
from dictatorship to democracy in the "south," or southern Europe and
Latin America (Schmitter with Karl, 1994; Bunce, 1995a, 1995b; Linz and
Stepan, 1996; Collier and Levitsky, 1997).3 On one side are those who argue
that the historical experiences of eastern Europe —with that designation
understood to include the former Soviet Union —both before and especially during socialism, have made the countries in this region both quite
different from other places undergoing a transition from dictatorship and,
at the same time, unusually ideal, even by the standards set by other
regional constellations, for comparative study. On the other side are those
who recognize some differences among countries and regions, but who
see democratization as a process so similar in its dynamics that it justifies
not just cross-country but also cross-regional study.
What unites these two discussions, then, is a question that can be stated
simply, but that is in practice devilishly difficult to answer. What precisely
is the place of "place" in comparative analysis? Put more precisely: what
constitutes context, how distinct is context, and at what point do contextual
differences violate the assumption, central to the notion of controls in
comparative study, of similarities existing alongside differences?
The purpose of this article is to wrestle with these questions — and
provide some tentative answers —by working systematically through two
issues that figure prominently in the literature on democratization, that
present a clear contrast between the east and the south, and that provide,
as a result, an opportunity to assess the power and specific consequences
of one context in particular—that is, region. The first issue is the impact of
the authoritarian past after authoritarianism. The other is the relationship
between democratization and economic reform.
2

By "postcommunism" I mean the end of the communist party's economic and political
monopoly and, with that, the end of the communist system. Whether that signified a
transition to a fully competitive order (or democratization), however, is another question. In
most instances, the shift was in fact from a political {and economic) monopoly to an oligopoly;
see Roeder (1994) and Fish (1998).
3
By using the terms "east" and "south," I do not mean to imply that the key issue is
geography — though geographical location did, for example, have enormous impact on the
long-term evolution of eastern versus western Europe (see, especially, Szucs, 1983; Bunce,
1998a). Rather, "region" in this case —as with, for example, other spatial concepts, such as
urban-rural distinctions (see King, 1996; and, earlier, Przeworski and Teune, 1970, chapter
two) — functions as a summary measure of a bundle of social, economic, political, and cultural
characteristics that units within a given area tend to share. What constitutes the content of
this bundle, and whether this bundle applies equally well to all the units within the region,
has demonstrable and important consequences and imparts a distinctive profile to the region
as a whole.
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Driving the observations that follow are several inter-related concerns. One is documenting and explaining at the most general level the
nature, as well as the variability, of the postcommunist experience. Another
is specifying more clearly what makes postcommunism distinctive from
other situations featuring transitions from authoritarian rule (see also
Bunce, 1995a, 1995b; 1999, chapters two and three). The third, echoing the
earlier discussion, is methodological. Here, I am interested in not just the
issue of whether context matters, but also in a related question that is less
often broached. If place, defined here as region, does matter, as both the
similarities within regions and differences between them seem to suggest,
then what precisely does place affect? How, in short, can we move from an
assertion of difference (which is as far as most of the earlier debates
have gone) to a more helpful argument that specifies the consequences of
difference?

THE AUTHORITARIAN PAST
A key contrast between the literature on the "older" versus the
"newer" democracies is the emphasis placed on the impact of the authoritarian past. In the first case, various aspects of the evolution of authoritarian rule over time have been used to explain why democracy did or did
not eventually develop, or, once born, proved to be durable or fragile,
flawed or full (Moore, 1966; Linz and Stepan, 1978; Rueschemeyer,
Stephens, and Stephens, 1993). By contrast, when analyzing the origins of
recent democratization in Latin America and southern Europe, most transitologists have focused primarily on the temporally proximate games of
high politics surrounding the shift from dictatorship to democracy (O'Donnell, Schmitter, and Whitehead, 1986; Huntington, 1991; O'Donnell, 1993).
This discounting, though by no means complete, of the authoritarian past
reflected the presence in these studies of several assumptions: (1) that elites,
not society, politics, not economics, domestic processes, not international
influences were key to democratization; (2) that democracy could be
crafted (Di Palma, 1990); and (3) that some new democracies were better
crafted than others, given variations in institutional design, the mode of
transition, and the luck of the leadership draw (Valenzuela and Linz, 1994).
What also made it easy to downplay the authoritarian past in the
southern experience were two empirical observations: (1) that democratization required moving beyond the past, as well as testifying by that very
possibility to the declining relevance of that past, as with the often-noted
elite consensus surrounding the Spanish transition to democracy (see
Higley and Gunther, 1992; but see also Edles, 1998); and (2) that authoritarian rule in the south, while often despotic, was nonetheless usually of
short duration and superficial in its institutional and cultural penetration.
Finally, the authoritarian past was de-emphasized, because it was assumed
that elite preferences — the center of the democratization game —were the
product not of historical inheritance, but rather of elite needs and resources
of the moment, as dictated in particular by the uncertain political context
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of the transition itself and the incentives attached to various political
options. Put succinctly: if the past was so powerful as to "trump" the
present and define the future, then how could we explain the fact of the
transition itself, the key role of authoritarian leaders in so many cases in
beginning the process of regime change, and, finally, the decision by
authoritarian leaders to comply with the new democratic rules of the game?
The most extreme position on this question was offered by Adam
Przeworksi (1991), who argued that democratization is defined not by the
point of departure, but rather by the goal itself and the incentives produced
by moving towards that goal.4 Thus, it was the games of transition and,
subsequently, democratic institutions, with their inter-temporal promises
of uncertain and always temporary political outcomes, that provided the
longer-term horizons necessary for authoritarians to play the democratic
game. And with that and a stable institutional context taking root, democracy had the possibility of becoming a sustainable project, or, in Adam
Przeworski's (1991) well-known phrasing, the only game in town (see also
Przeworski, 1995).

The Authoritarian Legacy in Postcommunist Transitions
Many studies of postcommunism, especially in the immediate aftermath of the collapse of communist party hegemony, tended to follow the
lead of transitologists and focus on the now and the future, rather than on
the socialist past. This was primarily because of two factors. One was the
stark contrast—hardly accidental — between the principles and the practice
of socialist dictatorships, on the one hand, and those defining capitalist
liberal democracy, on the other (Horvat, 1982; Bunce, 1991).5 In its most
essential form, this contrast —for both economics and politics — was
between the combination in the socialist experience of uncertain procedures but certain outcomes versus the diametrically opposed combination
in capitalist liberal democracies of certain procedures but uncertain outcomes. If socialism and capitalist liberal democracy were polar opposites,
then the following line of argument was inescapable: a regime leap from
one to the other could hardly be made — and made so quickly in at least
some of the cases — unless the socialist past had limited impact.
This conclusion made particular sense, given: (1) the "softening" of at
least some of the socialist dictatorships in their last decades, as observed
4

Recent work on the southern transitions to democracy, however, has allocated more importance to the past (see, for examples, Linz and Stepan, 1996; Bermeo, 1997). This is in part
because it is assumed that the end of the transition game is followed by the consolidation
game, and that the latter is influenced in part by the authoritarian heritage with respect to,
for example, civil and political society, modes of interest intermediation, and the like.
However, the explanatory power of the present and the transition experience, it is fair to say,
is still emphasized over the authoritarian past (but see Edles, 1997).
5
The presumption in this discussion, which is debatable, is that there were certain similarities
among all the socialist regimes in the eastern half of Europe, whether of the Soviet model or
the model practiced by the former Yugoslavia; for fuller discussion, see Bunce (1999).
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by many specialists on the region long before these systems ended (Bunce,
1984/1985, 1999; Ekiert, 1996; Walicki, 1991; Linz and Stepan, 1996); (2) the
contributions to political liberalization made by socio-economic development (Lewin, 1988; Linz and Stepan, 1996; Bahry, 1993; but see Przeworski
and Limongi, 1997); and (3) the absence of any democratic tradition in
much of the eastern half of Europe. Thus, the socialist past was presumed
to have limited consequences for post-socialist democratization for quite
opposing reasons: either because democracy itself presented a new game
that cancelled out many of the effects of the past or because the distance
separating democracy from socialist dictatorships had shortened significantly over time.
What also made it easy to discount the socialist past was the undeniable appeal of using available theories to make sense of the confusing
situation of postcommunism. The hegemony of transitology and the needs
of the moment, then, made it easy to focus on proximate rather than distal
influences on postcommunist transformations. What also facilitated this
process was the last-minute rush into the field of a number of scholars who
were far better equipped in terms of their background and expertise to
focus on the transition itself than on the socialist world that had preceded
it. When analyzing postcommunism, then, both convenience and logic
dictated that transitology would become the only theoretical game in town.
Over time, however, the socialist past, and even the pre-socialist past
(Kubik, 1994), began to make a comeback. Part of the reason for this was the
existence of certain hard-to-ignore developments in postcommunism. The
socialist experience, for example, could hardly be shelved when analyzing
those cases. Indeed, in the clear majority of the twenty-seven successor
regimes in the postcommunist region, the break with socialism had been
incomplete (or, framed differently, slower), longer in duration, or different
in its sequencing of political liberalization, collapse of communist party
hegemony, and democratization (Pusic, 1997; Roeder, 1994; Dawisha, 1997).
Here, I refer to the "south of the east," or the Balkans, the Caucasus, the
central Asian states, and, to deviate geographically for a moment, Belarus.
Here we could find hybrid regimes, where the communist party, usually
renamed, maintained power in the political, economic, and social system,
though in what had become an oligopolistic rather than a monopolistic
setting, and in a manner that resembled in some cases sultanistic dictatorships (Roeder, 1994; Dawisha, 1997). In addition, there was also the return
of the ex-communists to political power in at least some of those countries
where the break with the socialist past seemingly had been sharp and
definitive: in Poland, Hungary, and, for a time, Lithuania, as well as in
Russia's parliamentary elections of 1993 (Bunce, 1998c; Grzymala-Busse,
1998).
But the importance of the socialist experience also emerged in less
obvious ways. In particular, in the course of trying to explain patterns of
politics, economics, and social life in the postcommunist world, historical
variables seemed to keep resurfacing as important influences. As a result,
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it now appears —at least for some cases, including the Visegrad countries,
which are widely viewed as the leaders in the race to capitalist liberal
democracy —that the socialist experience helps account for the emerging
structure of property, markets, and economic decision-making processes
(Grabher and Stark, 1997; Burawoy and Krotov, 1993; Csanadi, 1997; Gaydar, 1995); variations in trajectories of economic and political reform (Fish,
1998; McFaul, 1995; Pusic, 1997; Snyder and Vachudova, 1997); the strength
of the state, its durability, and its capacity to extract compliance, maintain
borders, and establish rule of and by law (Treisman, 1997; Bunce, 1999;
Derlugian, 1995; Krygier, 1997; Motyl, 1997; McFaul, 1997); the very form
of those institutions — such as electoral systems, party systems, constitutions, and governing bodies — that are widely understood to influence in
turn the extent, the stability, and the durability of democratic governance
(Easter, 1997; Luong, 1997); the contours, the social base, the size, and the
assertiveness of civil and political society (Krygier, 1997; Iankova, 1997;
Crowley, 1994; Ekiert and Kubik, 1997; Ekiert, 1998; Fish, 1995; Beissinger,
1995); the agenda of transformation (Ekiert, 1998; Bunce, 1998b; Evangelista,
1996 and 1998); variations in public and elite perspectives on justice, the
market, democracy and foreign affairs (Mason, 1995; Hough, 1994; Zimmerman, 1994; Miller, Reisinger, and Hesli, 1993; Finifter, 1996; Finifter and
Mickiewicz, 1992); and, finally, postcommunist patterns of conflict and
consensus among elites, among societies, and between elites and societies
(Ekiert, 1996; Ekiert and Kubik, 1997; Kornai, 1996).
Even in a postcommunist era, therefore, when the ambitious agenda
is one of capitalism and democracy "by design" (Stark, 1992; Murrell, 1990),
the socialist past stubbornly refuses to retire from the political or economic
stage. This seems to be the case, moreover, even when that agenda has been
largely realized, as in a minority of the postcommunist countries, primarily
in the northwestern tier. What all this has produced is a complaint, common to both the analysts and the architects of democratization in eastern
Europe, that the socialist past keeps getting in the way of democracy. One
often sees this line of argument, for example, in studies of recent developments in economic reform, public opinion, civil and political society, and
rule of law in the postcommunist world.
The socialist past, however, is not just a problem for the democratic
and capitalist project; it also serves in certain ways as an investment in a
liberal future. This is most apparent when we think about the contributions
of socio-economic development to the durability, as opposed to the founding, of democracy (Przeworski and Limongi, 1997), and when we think as
well about the advantages for democratic survival, if not consolidation, of
an established tradition of both civilian control over the military and separation of the military from the domain of politics (Barany, 1997; Loveman,
1994). Indeed, when democracies have ended, they usually have done so
because of an institutional design that encourages political deadlock, followed by the suspension of democratic politics (Bermeo, 1994), a n d / o r
because of the intervention of the military in the political arena. Of apparently less consequence are some other factors that often have been posited
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to be central to democracy, or at least to the quality of its practice, such as
the availability of social capital and the vigor of civil society (contrast
Berman, 1997 with Putnam, 1993).
Hurting versus helping the democratic project, however, is not the only
category we can use to think about the influence of the socialist past on
contemporary eastern Europe. We can also examine how the socialist
experience has shaped the character of democracy. Let us compare, for
example, two relatively well-established democracies in the region: Poland
and Hungary. Whereas Polish democracy thus far can be summarized as
active, contentious, and politically variegated, with frequent instability at
the governmental level, Hungarian politics is less active, less contentious,
and less fractionated in terms of political party support. At the same time,
it has featured greater continuity in governments. While some of this can
be explained by differences in institutional design— which, in itself, reflects
certain historical influences — much can also be explained by the contrasting lessons of 1956. Those lessons made protest easier and more attractive
in Poland than in Hungary and produced a widespread assumption that
intra-elite conflict was either more costly (Hungary) or less so (Poland).
There is another, more subtle way in which the socialist past shapes
post-socialist developments. While definitions of revolution vary, they
tend to share two characteristics: an emphasis on disorder and an emphasis
on a sharp break with the past. However, in thinking about the real world
of revolution, the communist cases included, I am struck by the accuracy
of the former insight and the ways in which that compromises the latter.
The very disorder of revolution produces a melding of the past and the
present, in part because institutional collapse is always partial, in part
because humans have habits to which they cleave (perhaps especially in
times of rapid change) and in part because the fragments of institutions
provide in effect some order within the disorder. In the case of communist
systems and the revolutions that ended them, or at least deregulated the
party's monopoly upon which these systems were based, the institutional
legacies of communism played a powerful role in structuring when and
how these regimes ended and a lot of what followed. This is evident, for
example, if we examine: (1) why the Soviet, Yugoslav, and Czechoslovak
states ended and did so when and how they did (Bunce, 1999); (2) patterns
of secession and bargaining within the Russian successor federation (Treisman, 1997; Solnick, 1998); (3) the design of electoral systems in Central Asia
(Luong, 1997); and (4) the practice of economic reform in Russia (Burawoy
and Krotov, 1993). The essential point here is that one key legacy of
socialism was to organize politics and economics in what had become a
highly disorganized context. Put another way: even in a seemingly deinstitutionalized environment, institutions still mattered a great deal.

The Impact of the Past: South Versus East
Let us now conclude the assessment of the power of the past by posing
two questions. First, is the contrast between the long shadow of authori-
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tarianism in the east and its apparently shorter shadow in the south a real
difference, or is it an artifact of differing ways of defining and analyzing
the respective transitions? This is not an easy question to answer, in large
measure because it demands greater familiarity with the southern cases
than I have. However, I suspect that the answer involves a combination of
both considerations. It is fair to say that the authoritarian past was far less
penetrative in the south than in the east. Evidence for this claim can be
found in: (1) the existence of prior democratic interludes and the continuing
institutional residues of those interludes, even during authoritarian rule;
(2) the existence of a bourgeoisie that could, in effect, switch political
preferences and thereby maintain an independent, if not a tipping, role in
an environment characterized by weakened authoritarianism and interests
that are shifting in response to the bankruptcy of import substitution;
(3) the seemingly low costs, indeed advantages, of building a bridge
between the authoritarian past and a liberal future through "pacting";
and (4) the fact that authoritarianism in many of the southern cases softened considerably before the transition formally began, and thereby
rendered the authoritarian past less influential and less of an obstacle to
democratization.
Two examples of all these arguments will suffice. One is the prominent
role of unions and parties in the southern transitions, in sharp contrast to
their roles in the east. The other is the demonstrated capacity of opposition
leaders in the south in many cases to demobilize their supporters in the
service of keeping democratization on track (Fishman, 1990). In these ways,
then, either the past was less important in the south or it was less threatening to the democratic project.
On the other hand, it is also true that the past has been in some cases
forcibly ruled out by virtue of when many analysts have begun their
transition story and how they have defined and explained elite choices. For
example, as Laura Edles (1998) has persuasively argued, the Spanish story
of democratization started not with the death of Franco, but, rather, fifteen
or so years earlier when a remarkable consensus, forged among the old and
the rising elites, along with mass publics, began to take form. This consensus, all analysts agree, was both surprising, given the civil war, and essential
to the successful transition in Spain. Moreover, we must remember, again
looking at the Spanish case, that those opposition leaders involved in
crafting that transition certainly saw the past as crucial and as highly
threatening to their democratic designs. Their biggest fear seems to have
been an authoritarian backlash; hence the problem, common to all transitions, of giving those whose political monopoly was being deregulated a
stake in the new order. To deal with that, the new Spanish leaders quite
consciously built a bridge between the past and the future through pacting.
This process coopted authoritarians, rather than threatening them. And,
through demobilization of the population (Hipsher, 1996), it simultaneously prevented political unrest that might have tempted the authoritarians to reclaim their political privileges in the name of restoring order. The
old and the upcoming Spanish political leadership also built democratic
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institutions that would both break with the past and provide authoritarian
leaders with some hope for their political futures. In this sense, the strategies
of the transition— that is, the need to both break with and, yet, link to the
authoritarian past— speak to the power of the past in the southern transitions to democracy.
There is a final issue associated with the role of the past, one that
returns us to the question of the importance of context. As already noted,
when viewed from the perspective of what followed, transitions to democracy in the south seem to have been helped by processes that provided links
with the authoritarian past: pacting, the key role of interim authoritarian
leaders, and the victory of rightist parties in the first competitive elections.
A major theme in southern transitions, then, has been the need to keep
democratization on track by including the rightists in democratic politics.
Such an argument implies, in turn, the long-term need to build strong and
viable rightist parties (Gibson, 1996). By contrast, the most successful
transitions to democracy in the east, such as those in Poland, Hungary, the
Czech Republic, Slovenia, and the Baltic states, while varying in their
modes of transition and, thus, in their initial break with the past — with
pacting in some cases and mass and, indeed, massive protests in others —
nonetheless share one common trait. Their first competitive elections produced a clear loss for the authoritarians and a clear victory for the opposition. Exclusion of authoritarians from political power, then, has been
characteristic of the most successful cases of transition from socialism to
democracy.
This contrast between the south and the east is at once puzzling and
understandable. It is puzzling because political architects and analysts of
democracy in each of the two regions shared precisely the same overarching
fear: reassertion and reinsertion of authoritarian politics (Bermeo, 1997).
However, in the south, this fear counseled a strategy of cooptation and in
the east a strategy of exclusion. Why, then, did the same worry produce
diametrically opposed solutions? Adding further to the puzzle is the following: common sense suggests that the depth and age of the authoritarian
past should correlate with the capacity of that past to maintain its political
presence in the more liberalized context that followed. It was reasonable to
expect, therefore, that the ideological distance traveled by postcommunism
should have been less, not more, than that traveled by the south during their
transitions to democratic rule.
However, when viewed from another perspective, this contrast makes
a great deal of sense. The costs of including authoritarians in democratic
politics were much lower in the south than in the east, precisely because
the differences between the authoritarian past and the democratic future
were significantly smaller in the former than in the latter. Put another way:
authoritarianism in the south was more of a threat outside than inside the
democratic process, whereas in the east the opposite seemed to be the case.
This, in turn, tipped the southern strategy towards inclusion and the
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eastern strategy in the direction of exclusion, and both of these strategies
were, precisely because of different contexts, the most successful ones.
This was particularly the case, given the differences in capacity to
break with the past. It was not just that the southern countries did their
transitions first and faced, as a result, a more uncertain situation — a point
easily forgotten in the "myths of moderation" that emerge from most
accounts, for example, of the southern European transitions (Bermeo,
1997). It was also that the collapse of socialist regimes took place in a
constricted timespan, was region-wide in its scope, and involved, in those
cases that broke sharply with the past, not just mobilized publics, but also
an opposition united around the rejection of socialism and the embrace of
capitalism and liberal democracy (Bunce, 1999). Indeed, this remarkable
consensus shaped not just the termination of the party's political monopoly, but also the outcome of the first competitive election. It was a twiceexpressed rejection of communism, a vote in both cases that was rooted in
shared values (Rychard, 1991) and, even more surprisingly, in shared
interests (Bunce, 1999). Later, interests diverged and became the basis for
political action, a process that undercut the harmony characteristic of the
first stage of transformation.
All of this meant that the transition from socialism was based on a
sense of confidence, if not euphoria, and a commitment to rushing quickly
to the liberal future. In this sense, then, at least some of the socialist cases
featured a convergence between strong incentives to break with the past,
given its power and its inherent threat to a liberal future, and the capacity
to do so, given the power of the events of 1989.6 The irony of a strong but
divorced past in the east and a weaker but included past in the south, then,
begins to make sense, once we think about the differences in context
between the two regions and their consequences for elite and mass
strategies.
But if we combine our eastern and our southern stories, we are left with
one more puzzle. Why didn't the authoritarians in the east do what the
opposition forces in both the south and the east feared — that is, attempt to
derail democratization in reaction to the obviously dramatic downturn in
their political fortunes? Even more interesting, why do we see a clear pattern
in the eastern transitions: a communist loss in the first election correlates
highly with rapid consolidation of democracy, while a communist victory
in the first election correlates highly with difficulties in maintaining either
a democratic or a capitalist momentum, let alone moving towards democratic or capitalist consolidation (Bunce, 1994; Fish, 1998)?
It is to the intersection among these issues — the break with the past,
the need to elicit the cooperation of authoritarians, and the pace and success
of both the political and the economic transformations — that we now turn.
6

Capacity was perhaps also enhanced by the power of being both in Europe and, because of
the Cold War, on its fringes, and by the very design of socialist institutions, which effected a
homogenization of interests (Bunce, 1999).
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As we will see, once again, context seems to matter. The south and the east
are different, and these differences reflect the contrasting logic of transformation in the two regions.

POLITICAL AND ECONOMIC REFORM
The South: Contradictions between
Political and Economic Reform
Democratization and economic reform—or building democratic institutions and procedures, on the one hand, and macro-economic stabilization, micro-economic liberalization, and privatization, on the other — are
widely viewed as processes that are in considerable and inherent tension
with each other in both southern Europe and Latin America (Linz and
Stepan, 1996; Haggard and Kaufman, 1995; Maravall, 1993; Gibson, 1997;
Kaufman, 1986; Przeworski, 1991 and 1995; Bienen and Herbst, 1996 on
Africa; but see Remmer, 1991). The empirical support for this observation
is strong. Just as robust democracy has proven to be a problem for the
introduction and the implementation of economic reforms in Uruguay, so
in Argentina and Peru the pursuit of radical economic reforms, including
both stabilization and liberalization, has proceeded apace, but at the cost
of compromising democratization through, for example, extraordinary
concentration of political power in the hands of the president.
Why democratization —especially in its early stages — and economic
reform— especially when rapid and thoroughgoing — seem to be at odds
with each other is not difficult to explain. Economic reform requires both
a will and a way, and democratization as a process appears to undermine
both. It undermines will by subjecting politicians, concerned above all with
reelection, to the wrath of voters, concerned above all with the economic
conditions of the moment. It undercuts capacity by generating high levels
of intra-elite conflict in an environment already characterized by new and
therefore weak institutions and, thus, limited state capacity.7
The tensions between democratization and economic reform also take
more subtle and equally antagonistic forms. In a context of economic stress,
politics can become polarized, and publics can mobilize. Both developments tempt authoritarians to reassert their power, especially, it has been
argued, when presidential and not parliamentary forms of government are
in place (Linz and Stepan, 1978 and 1996; Stepan and Skach, 1993; Berman,
1997). This can also happen, of course, in an anticipatory mode, when
politicians opt to circumvent democratic procedures in order to amass the
independence they need to carry out economic reforms. They may do so
through violation of the constitution, isolation of decision-makers from
public and elected-official scrutiny, or demobilization of discontented
elites and publics. At the same time, economic reforms produce a growth
7

But see Schamis (1994) on economic reform and state-building.
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in socio-economic inequalities (Muller, 1988), which can undermine
democracy by creating growing gaps in the distribution of political power
as well. This is a particular problem in countries, such as Brazil, that have
weak political parties and already quite large inequalities, or in countries,
such as Spain, where socio-economic inequalities overlap with the spatial
distribution of national minorities and thereby threaten, under conditions
of economic reform, the stability of the regime and the territorial integrity
of the state.
All of this has led most analysts of the south to draw the following
conclusions. First, economic reform requires a strong state and regime,
which is usually not the case in new democracies. Second, if economic
reforms are desperately needed, and if we assume leadership commitment
to such reforms, then less democracy is preferable to more, at least until
the most painful aspects of the reform process are completed. Finally, the
ideal sequence of political and economic change is the introduction and
consolidation of democracy, followed by social policy reforms and, finally,
economic reforms. 8 From the perspective of the democratic project, then,
economic reform is best delayed to the degree possible (Linz and Stepan,
1996; Maravall, 1993).

The East: Expectations of Contradiction
These arguments would seem to be, if anything, even more applicable
to the east than to the south. In the postcommunist context, economic
reforms are inherently more radical, given the shift from a socialist to a
capitalist economy and not, as in the south, from what is a less to a more
liberalized capitalist order. Economic reform in the east is especially draconian in those cases (the former Yugoslavia, Poland, and Hungary) where,
because of heavy hard-currency debts, the economy suffers from extreme
macro-economic imbalances in addition to the many and well-chronicled
economic problems of mature socialism. Put bluntly, then, the costs of
economic reform have been by and large greater in the east than in the
south — indeed, even greater than the norm during the Great Depression
of the 1930s (Greskovits, 1998).
At the same time, the key role of mobilized publics in many of the
eastern transitions, their widespread assumption that leaving socialism
would produce not just the democracy of the West but also its prosperity,
their view of the state as the central cause of any economic difficulties, and
their entrenched expectations for socio-economic equality and full employment would in combination lead to one conclusion (Rose and Hearpfer,
1996). Publics in the postcommunist context would appear to be both
unusually willing and unusually able to retaliate in the face of severe and
unanticipated economic deprivation.
8

The Spanish case is treated as emblematic with respect to both the sequencing of reform and
the political sequencing of rightist governments followed eventually by leftist ones.
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Finally, as already noted, these are quite new and, thus, presumably
weak regimes. 9 They are also quite weak states, given the interdependence
between regime and state under socialism and given the fact that twentytwo of the twenty-seven states in the postcommunist region were born as
socialism collapsed. Indeed, this number could be even larger, if we were
to consider Eastern European liberation from the Soviet bloc — as with the
liberation of the republics from the Yugoslav, Soviet, and Czechoslovak
states — a process that created new, or at least newly-sovereign, states.
From this perspective, virtually all the postcommunist states, save Albania,
are new.
It is, therefore, hardly surprising that many analysts expected the
interaction between democratization and economic reform to be unusually
combustible in the postcommunist context (Przeworski, 1991 and 1993;
Mason, 1995; Ost, 1995). These fears were only reinforced by the role of
economic decline in the collapse of socialism — a role that placed leaders of
the successor regimes in a position of needing, even more than most leaders
in a newly-democratic setting, a dramatic turnaround in economic performance. If observers of postcommunism and decision-makers in the region
managed to overlook all of these pressures, moreover, there was one more.
Both the Chinese model and the East Asian "model" for this model pointed
in concert to the advantages of strong states and weak societies for the
development of both capitalism and the economy.

The East: The Reality of Mutual Reinforcement
Eight years have now passed since the Balcerowicz economic
reforms — or the first in the postcommunist region and in many ways the
most draconian — were introduced. What we have seen across the region
is a clear message, one that few expected and one that deviates sharply
from the southern norm. Just as a slow or compromised transition to
democracy in the east correlates with a slow and compromised transition
to capitalism and, in turn, poor economic performance in the short and in
the longer term, so "shock" democracy correlates highly with shock therapy and, what is more, robust performance in both the economic and
political arenas (Bunce, 1994; DeMelo, Denizer, and Gelb, 1996; Svejnar,
1995; Fish, 1998; Greskovits, 1998). In the east, then, democracy seems to
go with, not against, economic reform, and when the two are coupled, as
they are in a minority of cases in the region, democracy consolidates
rapidly and the economy registers impressive growth — following, of
course, a period of decline.
Thus, just as the Bulgarian, Romanian, Serbian, and Belarussian postcommunist experiences have shown serious problems in both democratic
consolidation and economic reform, and their economies have all been on
a long slide, so the Czech Republic, Poland, and Slovenia feature significant
9

See Bienan and Herbst (1996) on Africa in this respect.
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progress in the consolidation of both capitalism and democracy, along with
strong economic performance. Between these two extremes lie Russia and
Ukraine (Motyl, 1997; McFaul, 1997). There, both democracy and shock
therapy have been compromised, and economic performance — while better
than in, say, Bulgaria — has continued to be poor.10
However, there is some noise in these data that we need to address.
There are a few cases in the postcommunist region — most notably, Slovakia
and Croatia — where economic reforms and strong economic performance
are registered in contexts that feature important limits on democratic governance, all the more so in Croatia. Once these partial exceptions are noted,
though, an even more powerful explanatory factor comes to the fore — and
one that leads us back to our earlier discussion. Breakage with the authoritarian past, in the form of victory by the non-communists in the first
competitive election, predicts quite well the degree of economic reform in
the postcommunist region (Bunce, 1994, 1995a; Fish, 1998).
The task, now, is to step back from these relationships and explain
why democracy and economic reform seem to vary together in the postcommunist region, and why speed on one dimension goes with speed on
the other. The answer, as for the south, lies in the interaction between
incentives and capacity, an interaction that looks different in the east than
in the south precisely because of differences in the context of the transformation (Greskovits, 1998; Fish, 1998; Bunce, 1994). We can begin by noting
one key factor from the authoritarian past; the fusion and centralization of
politics and economics under state socialism. While this had a number of
consequences over time — not the least of which were to redistribute power
from the party to the society, undermine economic performance, and
produce in the end the collapse of communist party hegemony (see Bunce,
1999) — the most important effect for our purposes was to tie the transition
to democracy to a transition to capitalism. Put another way, the end of the
system meant for those who opposed it the necessity of deregulating both
politics and economics. Put still a third way, if state socialism was the
inversion of capitalism and liberal democracy (Horvat, 1982), then a break
with socialism meant necessarily an inversion of the inversion: the creation
simultaneously of a liberal political and economic order.
10

The Russian case, however, reminds us of the limits of these generalizations. It is clear, for
example, that Yel'tsin's violations of the constitution — and the centralization of power in the
hands of the president facilitated by the new constitution — have been factors that have
compromised democracy, while promoting economic reform in an extraordinarily difficult
political context. Moreover, by some measures, such as percentage of the economy in private
hands, Russian economic reform has been substantial — albeit not as considerable as we find
in, say, the Baltic states, the Czech Republic, or Poland. Two observations are relevant here.
First, Yel'tsin chose early on to proceed by accommodation with the conservative forces in
conducting economic reform (Gaydar, 1995). Second, reform of the Russian economy is a very
different proposition than reform of the other economies in the region, both because of the
sheer expanse of territory of what is a new and national-federal state, with all the problems
this poses for revenue collection and other forms of compliance with the center, and because
of the size of the Russian military-industrial complex.
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At the same time, the sharp break with the past — as with the victory
of the non-communists in the first competitive election — laid the groundwork for a convergence between two facilitating factors. One was a strong
desire to root out communism. Since ending this system was, virtually by
definition, one and the same as engineering a transition to capitalism and
liberal democracy, the stage was set for tying the two transformations
together and proceeding quickly on each front. What also played a role in
this process was a strategic consideration. If residues from the past were
tolerated, the old system could, from either an economic or a political angle,
sabotage the new one. This, plus the fear that a slow or sequenced transformation might produce a highly inefficient and politically combustible melding of state socialism and liberalism — which are, after all, based upon
opposing principles — meant that the desire for rapid economic and political
change was very high, indeed.
The other key factor that was also put in place by the victory of the
opposition in the first elections was a pronounced capacity for change. Here,
we must remember that newly-elected governments, particularly when
their mandates are large, when they are new to office, and when they
confront a number of serious problems, are unusually predisposed to
introduce innovative policies (Bunce, 1981; Keeler, 1993). They enjoy, in
short, a political honeymoon. In the postcommunist cases, this honeymoon — which best describes politics in Poland, Czechoslovakia, Slovenia,
and the Baltic states following the first competitive elections11 — combined
with the strong desire for change to produce rapid and simultaneous
transitions to capitalism and liberal democracy. What also facilitated this
merger between the two arenas of change — and placed a premium at the
same time on the sheer pace of change — was the fact that governments can
most easily ask for public sacrifices when they are both popular and
accountable.12 Governments in such a position, moreover, enjoy one other
luxury. They can assume that they have some time — at least until the next
election — to introduce new and controversial policies that threaten existing
interests, but that promise in the future to create new ones anchored by
common benefits. Risk, in short, is reduced and political horizons are
11

I have left Hungary off this list, because of the earlier development there of both divisions
within the opposition and a competitive, multi-party system. Thus, following the March 1990
elections, the Democratic Forum won a plurality of the seats and had to form a coalition
government. This result was in sharp contrast to the victory of the popular fronts in the cases
mentioned in the text. Later, of course, the popular fronts dissolved into competing groups
and parties. It was only in the next Hungarian election, in 1994 — when the Socialists won a
decisive victory, but opted, nonetheless, to form a coalition with the Free Democrats — that
needed economic reforms, particularly with respect to austerity measures, were finally
introduced in Hungary.
12
This was in precise opposition to what had been the case during the last years of state
socialism, when regimes in the region, especially those in the northern tier, were neither
popular nor accountable. In the absence of both assets, economic reform became more and
more necessary just as it became more and more impossible. As a result, publics gained a
certain leverage when bargaining with the regime.
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lengthened. These are rare opportunities in democratic politics, and they
seem to have come about, surprisingly enough, when both democratization
and economic reform in the east were put on the fast track.
"Extraordinary politics," as Leszek Balcerowicz (1993) described the
Polish situation in 1990-1991, created the policy agenda and the political
support necessary for rapid political and economic transformation — at least
in the first flushes of victory. Later, political capital atrophied as economic
hardship grew and as the issues of the day moved from the anti-communism and pro-capitalist liberal democracy stances that had once ensured
unity to the hard choices generated by the details of moving from one
political-economic system to another. This speaks, of course, to the importance of moving quickly on the economic front and to the considerable
contributions of new and rapidly consolidating democracy to that process.
These were points not lost, of course, on either Leszek Balcerowicz of Poland
or Vaclav Klaus of then Czechoslovakia (Blejer and Coricelli, 1995).
Combining democratization and economic reform and moving
quickly along both tracks of liberalism had one more advantage peculiar
to the postcommunist context. It helped deal with the problem, discussed
above, of eliciting the support, or at least the cooperation, of the excommunists. At first glance, this observation would seem to be wrongheaded. After all, a rapid transition was far more threatening to the
interests of the communists than a slow one. However, there is another
way to view this, one that seems to fit what actually happened. First, rapid
economic reform, especially when widely supported, forces the ex-communists to focus their attention on future prospects, rather than past
advantages (Urban, 1991), in part because the new game crystallizes
quickly. In practice, this meant, for example, converting their political
capital into economic capital — or shifting their positions from being apparatchiks to becomingentrepreneurchiks (Tarkowski, 1990). This also meant
that the more reform-minded communists, if they wanted to focus their
efforts on becoming more competitive in the new political game of postcommunism, had to reconstitute themselves as social democrats (Grzymala-Busse, 1998).
These forward-looking shifts in identities and portfolios of power
contributed, in turn, to the subsequent consolidation of both democracy
and capitalism after socialism. In particular, they gave the clear losers in
the revolutions of 1989-1990 a stake in the new system. This was no small
benefit, since one peculiarity of these revolutions was that they did not kill
the losers, and one peculiarity of these transitions, as noted above, was that
they produced a sharp break with the past. These shifts also encouraged
the reconstituted left to provide representation for a segment of the public — primarily, but not only, workers and pensioners — who would otherwise have been disenfranchised, both economically and politically, by the
liberal revolution. Without their representation, democracy would have
been a sham. Moreover, with the inclusion of those left out by the rush to
capitalism, one scenario was avoided: the wooing of the discontented by
the extreme right.
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In this sense, a viable and democratic left, as in, for instance, Poland,
Hungary, the Czech republic, Slovenia, and the Baltic states, appears to be
the best guard against a vigorous extreme right. It drains the right of its
constituencies without sacrificing the democratic and capitalist project in
the process. Indeed, this is a major reason why we see a weak extreme
right—and, for that matter, a weak extreme left — in the postcommunist
countries that have combined rapid democratization with a rapid transition to capitalism. In the context of the east, then, rapid change narrowed
rather than polarized the political spectrum. It is also why the victory of
the ex-communists in second and third round elections in, say, Poland,
Hungary, and Lithuania, was a cause for relief, not worry. The optimal
political sequencing for democratization and economic reform in the postcommunist world, then, is the victory of the opposition, followed by the
victory of the ex-communists. This sequence produces a break with the
past, which enhances the prospects for a rapid transition to democracy and
capitalism, and it functions, at the same time, to bind the political losers to
the new order (see Bunce, 1998).
Thus, in the postcommunist context, a sharp break with the authoritarian past produces the optimal conditions for a rapid and successful
transition to capitalism and democracy. Breakage, therefore, creates the
desire and the capacity to move quickly. It is not accidental, then, that there
is a high correlation between rapid economic and political transformation
in the postcommunist world, and why the two tend to be preceded by a
sharp break with communist party rule.
But why do rapid reforms generate fewer negative externalities than
more slow-moving and/or compromised reform processes? Two reasons
have already been offered: they help solve the "communist problem," and
they create a political cushion that shields the new regime from angry
publics and anti-democratic politicians. In addition, quick transitions tend
to show positive results sooner. To all these benefits we can add several
more. One is that the more rapid the economic and political reform, the
faster the expansion of those who benefit from the new order, and the more
likely that politics and economics will be shaped by these new interests
and not by old constellations. This process can create a self-propelling
dynamic: rapid reform generates pressures for continuing reform and the
coalition against reform is consequently reduced in size and influence.
Such a dynamic explains, in turn, another surprising characteristic of the
postcommunist experience: the absence of much backtracking, once the
foundations of democracy and capitalism have been laid. Indeed, this has
been the case whether the right stays in power or loses to the left.
Yet another advantage of rapid economic and political reform is that
it disorganizes interests. With politics, economics, and society in flux and
institutions in the process of being built, re-defined, and the like, interests
take on an unusually fluid character in postcommunism. Thus, people find
it hard to know what they want, except at the most general level, and to
calculate how policies enacted will actually affect them. The uncertainty of
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everyday life is one major reason why we see weak interests, weak parties,
and weak interest groups in postcommunism (Bunce and Csanadi, 1993).
All three feed into each other, and are symptomatic of the disarray of the
transformation, especially when it is rapid.
While there are many costs to such fluidity, there is also one advantage. It is very difficult in such circumstances for interests to coalesce into
strong opposition against reform. In this sense, what economists term rentseeking behavior — that is, behavior that undermines efficiency by undermining markets — is slow to develop in the fast-track transitional context
and thus relatively ineffective in countering the process of economic transformation. When this is combined with a government willing and able to
move very rapidly on reform, and with an incentive structure that encourages many, including the ex-communists, to be forward-looking rather
than backward-looking in their interests, the consequence is to reduce the
obstacles to the development of capitalism, but without sacrificing democracy in the process. As a result, the constraints on economic reform are
thereby reduced in the early stages of transition. Later, interests aggregate,
but by that point many are there to champion the reforms, economic and
political. And the process of aggregation provides an anchor to democratic
politics, especially given the relatively narrow ideological spectrum within
which interests come to aggregate.
The compatibility of democratization and economic reform, and the
many reasons behind that, all reinforce an earlier observation: the context
of transformation shapes the range of possible and desirable strategies,
which, in turn, shapes both positive and negative outcomes. Context can
also turn what appear to be costs into benefits. Thus, in the east a past that
turned every guiding principle of liberalism on its head can be an advantage, just as "burdening" democratization with economic reform can also
be helpful. While taking context into account necessarily clutters up our
understanding of democratic transitions — a consequence at clear odds with
certain trends in the discipline of political science — it can also be reduced
to a much simpler point. While in the most successful cases in the south a
sharp break with the past was combined with substantial continuity with
the past, and this put economic reform at odds with democratization, in the
most successful cases in the east a sharp break in not just institutions, but
also in elections and political leadership, facilitated both economic reform
and democratization.
This conclusion, however, introduces several other issues. One is
whether the preference for sequencing in the south is convincing. One
might argue, for example, that the bridge to the Francoist past and the
decision by Spanish elites to put off economic reforms meant that Spanish
elites took limited advantage of their honeymoon period, locked in high
levels of unemployment, and made economic reforms increasingly more
difficult and divisive to enact over time. 13 The second issue is state capacity.
If we combine the recent arguments of Michael McFaul (1997), Martin
Krygier (1997), and the World Bank (in its annual development report), we
can say that both economic reform and democracy require a strong state —
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that is, one that is rule-bound and that can extract compliance. When put
this way, we can suggest that this is another way of calling for a sharp, not
an uneven, break with the political and economic past of postcommunism.
The European socialist dictatorships were not just at their core anti-democratic and anti-capitalist. They were also based on a large but very weak
state. In this sense, in the postcommunist region new institutions may be
stronger than old ones that have been recycled — if they arise, of course,
from the kinds of processes that can be labelled, for want of better terms,
political honeymoons, shock democracy, and shock capitalism.14

CONCLUSION
In this article, I have focussed on several important and puzzling
contrasts between democratization in the east and the south. One was in the
role of the authoritarian past. While the democratic opposition in both
regions feared an authoritarian resurgence, this produced in practice both
different strategies and different payoffs attached to those strategies. In the
east, the transitions that have proven to be the most successful featured a
decisive break with a past. Thus, the opposition did not just quickly introduce democratic institutions and procedures, but also won the first competitive elections handily and proceeded rapidly from that point on with the
business of constructing a fully liberal order. In the south, the most successful transitions featured a decisive break with the past in the sense of
introducing democratic institutions, but combined this with actions that
built bridges connecting the authoritarian past to the liberal future — for
example, through pacting, through initial elections that returned conservative groups to power, and through procrastination with respect to needed
economic reforms.
This contrast between "breakage" in the east versus "bridging" in the
south — and the pronounced success of each of these strategies in their
respective regions — seemed to have reflected two contextual differences
between the east and the south. First, because the socialist past had been
more invasive and was far more threatening to the liberal project, breakage
was imperative. At the same time, breakage was possible because of the
region-wide and rapid collapse of socialism and the unity and popularity,
at least initially, of the opposition forces. In this way, then, the seeming
contradiction between a strong but discontinued past in the east and a
weak but continued past in the south makes sense, as does the success of
each of these strategies in its respective environment.
13

The guiding assumption when analyzing the Spanish case, we must remember, was that
democratic consolidation was an unlikely outcome. Thus, whatever path Spain took was
nearly by definition interpreted as the optimal way to go. If we relax this assumption,
however, we might argue that there were several options, and that the architects of the
Spanish transition might not have taken the best one.
14
This argument resonates with that of Motyl (1997).
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The second difference between the east and the south is in the
relationship between economic and political reform. In the east, democratization and economic reform have been compatible processes, whereas in
the south they have been at odds with each other. As argued above, this
reflects differences between the two regions in: (l)the dictatorial past and
its impact on the modes and the agenda of transformation; (2) the presence
or absence of a political honeymoon; and (3) the contributions of economic
reform to gaining the compliance of authoritarians. Put succinctly, bridging is one way to deal with the authoritarians and it forecloses rapid
economic reform, whereas breakage is another way to deal with authoritarians and renders economic reform as immediate and rapid as it is
politically useful.
To return to the larger questions posed at the beginning of this article,
then, we can offer the following answers. First, some truths about democratization — but only the most general ones — are transportable. Thus, it can
be argued that democratization, east and south, requires at a minimum
precisely the same things: a break with the authoritarian past, the construction of democratic institutions and procedures, and, finally, the compliance
of authoritarians with the democratic rules of the game. However, to quote
from Mies van der Rohe, god is in the details. These tasks are, on the face
of it, in tension with each other, and they dictate any number of different
strategies.
Second, the more specific truths of democratization — or the actual
range of strategies effectively available and the particular payoffs attached
to those strategies — cannot be so easily transported from the south to the
east. It is precisely in the strategic realm — in needs, resources, possibilities,
and outcomes — that regional context, or the defining, limiting, and
enabling characteristics of southern authoritarian and eastern socialism,
plays a powerful role in democratic transitions. Context creates a particular
logic to the transformation, whether the reform in question is economic,
political, or both.
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