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Abstract

Contemporary democracies in Eastern Europe are challenged by the emergence of anti-
democratic parties and a critical population. In this paper we present evidence that
confirms that the the threat to democracy that we are currently witnessing is linked to the
Communist past. We show that people become disillusioned with democracy because
of their expectations towards the state that was instilled because of communism state
protection. Here we link governmental intervention preferences to dissatisfaction with
democracy and support for radical right parties. We are using cross-national data from
the European Social Survey (2002-2016) to test our new theory as well as a case study of
Germany to present difference-in-difference models that confirm a causal link between
Communist socialization and today’s political disillusion with democracy. Our research
contributes to the growing literature on legacies of authoritarian regimes by testing the
mechanisms that link dictatorship with emerging populism in new democracies.
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Introduction

The electoral results in several post-Communist countries over the last decade have been interpreted

by academics and political commentators as a troubling sign of democratic regression. The over-

whelming victory of Viktor Orban’s Fidesz Party in the 2018’s Hungarian national election is one of

the most impressionistic examples of the retrenchment, if not the end, of some third-wave democ-

ratization processes in Eastern Europe.1 Understanding the causes behind the success of anti-liberal

narratives and low levels of democratic support is important for Eastern European studies, and for the

literature on democratic consolidation more generally. Here we focus on one particular cause behind

the threat of democracy that we are witnessing, namely the legacy of the Communist regime.

This paper builds on an emerging literature pointing out to authoritarian legacies from Communist

regimes as an important driver of citizens’ democratic views and behavior. While this perspective

clearly shows that people who lived through dictatorships hold negative attitudes towards democracy

in general, we know very little about the mechanisms behind these legacy effects. We are filling

this gap, by presenting a clear link between Communist socialization and individuals’ current po-

litical attitudes and behavior. More specifically, we show that the mechanism linking Communist

socialization and lower levels of liberal democratic attitudes is a consistently high level of support

for government intervention in the economy.

The argument follows two steps. First, Communist regimes inculcated a very protectionist or inter-

ventionist conception of the state in the economy. It is well known that Communist countries stood

out in their heavy reliance on central planning, and that this shaped public attitudes towards capi-

talism and welfare (Pop-Eleches and Tucker 2014: p. 79). Due to socialization and indoctrination

mechanisms typical of dictatorships, habits and views contrary to private enterprise and unregulated

market economies acquired during the Communist regime persisted over time. Second, the dual eco-

nomic and political transition experienced by post-Communist societies linked the idea of market

economy to that of liberal democracy, so that the rejection of the former should necessarily lead to

the rejection of the latter. This link was exacerbated by the incentives of mainstream elites to advo-

cate pro-market policies and budget constraints to dissociate themselves from the previous regime,

especially among the center-left (Tavits and Letki 2009). The pressure to avoid the stigma of au-

1 https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2018/04/12/democracy-is-dying-in-hungary-the-rest-of-the-world-should-worry/

?noredirect=on&utm_term=.7abc80895c27
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thoritarianism tilted the whole political spectrum to the right, and increased the opportunity structure

of non-mainstream radical entrepreneurs to cover an abandoned electoral space partly shaped by the

dictatorship.

Our contribution is three-fold. First, we unpack a novel mechanism behind the long-term effects of

dictatorships hampering democratic consolidation well beyond their collapse: the socialization into

specific roles of the state intervening in the economy to ensure economic equality. Crucially, this eco-

nomic attitudinal mechanism is independent from the current distribution of winners and losers after

the transition, and beyond contextual economic fluctuations. This is where our contribution departs

from most of previous research, mostly focused on cultural modernization frameworks, economic

voting theories, or different forms of contextual self-interest. Our contribution shows that economic

preferences matter, but that those preferences are heterogeneous across generations and conditional

on the legacy of the past. The implication of our argument is that economic compensation and wel-

fare state generosity should be an effective way to temper the threatening shadow of dictatorships in

Eastern Europe.

Second, we contribute to the literature on radical right voting by showing that first dimension

politics (i.e. preferences for government intervention equalizing income disparities) is a core compo-

nent of the success of parties advocating anti-democratic and illiberal policies in the East (Arzheimer,

Mudde). While the role of economic preferences driving individual support for radical right parties in

the West is a matter of controversy, the unequivocal pro-welfare position of Eastern European radical

right parties filling an abandoned electoral space is a consistent reason behind their success (Evans

and Tilley). Our socialization mechanism for this finding is novel in the radical right literature, which

is usually focused on micro-sociological or supply-side determinants, but not on historical legacies.

Third, we combine two methodological strategies focused on external and internal validity respec-

tively. First, we show in a comparative analysis using hierarchical mixed models and the cumulative

file of the European Social Survey (2002-2016) how individuals socialized under communism are

more likely to prefer high levels of governmental intervention in the economy, regardless of cur-

rent economic positions. We also show how people socialized under communism with economic

egalitarian preferences are systematically more likely to be dissatisfied with democracy and to vote

the radical right. Second, we compare in a difference-in-differences setting the attitudinal trends of

different cohorts socialized in East and West Germany. The results show how Eastern Germans so-
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cialized before and after the transition in 1989 have significantly different long-term economic and

democratic preferences consistent with expectations.

Literature Review

This paper speaks to several different strands of scholarly work: Communist legacies, the theory

of political socialization, democratic consolidation and support for radical-right parties. Firstly, this

study directly links to the literature on Communist legacies, which has shown that individuals liv-

ing through Communism exhibit distinct political attitudes and behavior. Most importantly for our

research is are the findings that citizens that were socialized under Communism to be more criti-

cal with democracy than generations that came of age after the downfall of Communism or their

contemporaries in democracies (Rose, Mishler and Haerpfer 1998; Mishler and Rose 2007; Bern-

hard and Karakoç 2007; Alesina and Fuchs-Schündeln 2007; Neundorf 2010; Fuchs-Schündeln and

Schündeln 2015).

Despite the robust findings of this legacy effect, the mechanism behind this effect is less well

understood. Previous culturalist contributions disagree on whether the democratic deficit in post-

Communist countries is due to the socialization of citizens in authoritarian values, to a return of

political apathy, to disenchantment with post-Communist developments, to a weakened civic and

associational infrastructure, or to a persistent distrust towards the public sphere (Pop-Eleches and

Tucker 2011: p. 384).

Most central to our argument is the theory of political socialization, which argues that fundamental

values are acquired largely in early adulthood. The theory goes back to the seminal work of Karl

Mannheim and has been later refined and empirical tested (Mannheim 1952; Krosnick and Alwin

1989; Sears and Valentino 1997). It emphasizes the time of adolescence for the formation of political

attitudes and preferences. It is the time of early adulthood that is decisive for a political mindset

to take shape (Bartels and Jackman 2014). Young citizens, it is believed, are not yet set in their

political ways and are subsequently more easily influenced by external factors such as the nature and

ideology of the political regime in which they live. Political socialization theory argues that after

the formation period in early adulthood, these attitudes and preferences remain relatively intact and

constant. Fundamental change is rare. Instead, continuity is observed that has its roots in the years

of early adulthood (Jennings 1989; Sears and Valentino 1997).
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These legacy effects are important for the successful democratization. Previous research has

pointed out the importance of beliefs for democratic consolidation Svolik (2008). Individuals be-

come supporters or critics of newly established democratic institutions based on the extent to which

their expectations are fulfilled (Levi, Sacks and Tyler 2009). This argument is based on the assump-

tion that formative experiences can be over-ridden by the current political and economic experiences.

These political economic contributions have almost exclusively focused on the new distribution of

winners and losers of post-Communist transitions due to increased levels of economic inequality

(Pop-Eleches and Tucker 2011), frustrated economic expectations (Tucker 2002), turbulent macro-

economic conditions (Tucker 2002; Tavits 2005), and varying degrees of skill transferability from

centralized to market economies among other mechanisms (Kitschelt 1992; Bustikova and Kitschelt

2009).

Despite the intuitive appeal of economic frameworks of analysis, the evidence of current socio-

economic classes, individual economic interest, and even macro-economic performance structuring

attitudes and voting behavior in Eastern Europe is still mixed. Some contributions argue that eco-

nomic interests rooted in occupational experiences structure party competition in Eastern Europe

(Evans, Whitefield, Roschneider). However, others have argue that left-right economic orientations

do not matter at all (Pop-Eleches and Tucker 2011), or that they matter in a different way than the

West (Tavits and Letki 2009), and probably to a much lesser extent than ethnic and urban-rural cleav-

ages (Rovny 2014, 2015).

On Communist State Interventionism Communist regimes, which provided broad guarantees of

full and secure employment, state-controlled and heavily subsidized prices for essential goods, and

egalitarian wage policies (Cook 1993). The Communist state protectionism was threatened by the

perestroika, which led to Gorbachev’s reforms to increase wage differentials, industrial restructuring

affecting job security, and privatization of social services.

Theoretical expectations

What are the causes behind the threat to democracy in Eastern Europe? Our argument consists of

two steps. First, being socialized during Communist regimes inculcated strong conceptions of gov-

ernmental intervention in the economy that persisted after the transition. Second, the dual transition
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specific of post-Communist regimes built a link between unregulated market economies and liberal

democracy. Therefore, we expect those individuals socialized under Communism and holding left-

wing economic attitudes to be more likely to reject democracy as a system. Importantly, the second

step of the argument should be independent from the specific distribution of winners and losers of

post-Communist societies after the transition, and immune to contextual economic turbulences.

As regards the first step of the argument, we expect individuals living through Communism to

have higher levels of support for governmental intervention (which is usually considered a proxy

for preferences for social spending and income equality). As shown by Pop-Eleches and Tucker

(2014), Communist countries stood out in their heavy reliance on central planning, and that this

shaped public attitudes towards capitalism and welfare. The socialization mechanism is very likely if

one considers that the length of exposure to Communist regimes has been shown to increase socialist

type of economic attitudes (Pop-Eleches and Tucker 2017). According to the political socialization

literature, length of exposure taps into indoctrination and habit formation mechanisms. While the

former inculcates value systems during the formative years through community interactions and the

tight political control of educational systems, the latter crystallizes that set of beliefs throughout the

life-cycle.

As regards the second step of the argument, the association between high levels of public support

for economic intervention and democratic satisfaction is specific to the dual transitions to market

economies and liberal democracies undergone by post-Communist countries. This step is related to a

top-down party competition mechanism. The policies advocated by mainstream elites and their elec-

toral calculi explain the association between leftist economic attitudes and support for radical parties

advocating illiberal recipies. As shown by Tavits and Letki (2009), the incentives of mainstream left

parties after the transition were to depart from state intervention policies, dissociate themselves from

the previous dictatorial regime, and show a strong commitment to market economy and democracy.

The vacuum in center-left interventionist positions exacerbated the connection between mainstream

liberal democratic elites and pro-market positions. This opened up a space for social compensation

and anti-liberal democratic positions that radical right parties have covered well.

The argument is similar to top-down explanations for working class political disaffection, where

social-democratic policy shifts towards the economic center over the last couple of decades are re-

sponsible for declining levels of class voting (Evans, Tilley, De Graaf). This means that socialization
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shapes issue attitudes but not party allegiances, and that voting behavior is a result (and not only

a trigger) of elite strategies and policy positions (Kitschelt 1992; Tavits 2008). The implication of

this argument is that higher levels of social compensation and welfare generosity throughout post-

Communist regimes should depress the association between state intervention attitudes acquired via

socialization and anti-democratic attitudes and behavior.

Alternative explanations

Our expectation is based on a socialization mechanism leading to stable leftist economic positions

among citizens socialized under Communism, which are subsequently linked to anti-democratic at-

titudes and behavior. This expectation stands in stark contrast with the winners vs. losers approach

that has dominated the literature, whereby pro-spending preferences would only be a consequence

of self-interested demands for social compensation depending on contextual calculi. We do not deny

that economic inequality, macro-economic turbulence, and varying degrees of skill transferability

to market economies explain political attitudes and behavior. However, our mechanism should still

hold even when controlling for those. Another observable implication of this is that our socialization

mechanism should be observable, and similar in magnitude, throughout the whole socio-economic

continuum.

Another alternative explanation refers to culturalist approaches explaining why illiberal values,

economic positions, and a higher propensity to reject democratic forms of government. This alter-

native explanation would point out to the transmission of authoritarian values during Communist

regimes, which simply happened to be correlated also with statist economic attitudes. Our argument,

however, implies that spending and economic interventionist preferences acquired during Commu-

nist socialization have a moderating effect on democratic satisfaction and radical right voting, and

not that democratic attitudes and economic preferences perfectly covary together. The implication

that higher levels of social spending should moderate our proposed theoretical mechanism shows that

economic and democratic preferences should not be perfectly correlated.

Finally, our argument could be naturally confounded by individual-level characteristics correlated

both with socialization experiences and preferences. For instance, the mechanism could be partially

due to the majority socio-demographic composition of Communist regimes, mainly composed of

poor but highly educated citizens, which is a profile conducive to leftist economic redistribution pref-
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erences (Pop-Eleches and Tucker 2011). Secondly, our results could also be confounded by strong

ethnic, center-periphery, and urban-rural conflicts that have proved to structure party competition in

Eastern Europe. The majority vs. minority status of some ethnic minorities, and their different de-

grees of accommodation during the Communist experience, could naturally explain different views

on social compensation and democratic preferences (Rovny 2014). We will show in the empirical

sections below how our theoretical expectations hold while controlling for these important, and in

most cases very valid, alternative explanations.

Data

In order to test our argument, we are using all eight rounds of the European Social Survey (ESS).

Data collections for the ESS started in 2002 and has since then be conducted on a bi-annual basis with

the last wave fielded in 2016. In this section we describe in detail the measurement of the variables

used in the two separate analysis presented below - a comparative study based on 24 countries as

well as a case study comparing East and West Germany.

Measuring democratic threat

We are using two items to measure democratic threat. Firstly, we are using an attitudinal question on

the satisfaction with the way democracy works in the country of residence. The item ranges from 0

“extremely dissatisfied” to 10 “extremely satisfied”. Satisfaction with democracy relates to Easton’s

concept of system support (Easton 1965) and is generally described as an indicator of support for

the way the democratic regime works in practice, not as an indicator for democracy in principle

(Canache, Mondak and Seligson 2001). Further, this item is less biased than the support for the

current government, which is influenced by partisan feelings and other political attitudes as well

(Clarke, Dutt and Kornberg 1993; Norris 1999).

Here we assume that people who are critical with the way democracy performs to withdraw their

general support to the political system. This consequently constitutes a threat to democracy, as

democracy requires public support (e.g. Almond and Verba 1965; Dalton 1999; Diamond 1999;

Mattes and Bratton 2007; Norris 2011; Rose et al. 1998; Claassen 2017). It is assumed that public

support, provides legitimacy to the democratic system, which importantly leads to political stability

and regime survival (Easton 1965; 1975; Lipset 1959).
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The second behavioral indicator that we use to measure democratic threat is electoral support for

radical-right parties. We rely of country-specific vote questions on how respondents voted in the last

national election. Parties are classified as radical right based on the classifications of Chapel Hill

(Polk et al. 2017) as well as the works of Mudde.2 The variable was coded as 1 if a respondent

voted for a radical-right party and 0 if she voted for any other party. Here we exclude non-voting,

as this could potentially constitute another aspect of democratic threat not further investigated in this

paper. Supporting these parties electorally, voters accept the political challenge to liberal institutions

and democratic norms. The take-over of power by the Hungarian and Polish radical-right parties

demonstrated that this threat to democracy is not just rhetoric, but can be translated in direct political

action.

Key predictor variables

To test our argument of Communist socialization and the crystallization of preferences in favor of

governmental intervention into the economy, two key predictor variables are used. Firstly, Commu-

nist socialization is defined as a cohort-level variable that classifies everyone who was exposed to

the Communist regime during their formative years. We follow the findings of Neundorf (2010) who

uses non-parametric models to estimate the exact birth years of the Communist generations in rela-

tions to democratic attitudes. Accordingly we classify respondents born between 1930 and 1974 who

live in Central Eastern European countries (including East Germans) as Communist cohorts. Eastern

Europeans who were born after 1974 were at most 15 years old when the Berlin Wall collapsed. It is

assumed that their formative years were impacted by the transition and democratization period.

Secondly, we are measuring the preference for state intervention using an item that asked ESS

respondents how much they agree (1) or disagree (5) with the following statement: “The government

should take measures to reduce differences in income levels”. Ideally, we would have used additional

items to measure this key predictor variable, however data limitation did not allow this. Nevertheless,

this item has been established as a measure for state intervention and maps well onto the Communist

2 Some codes were changed from the Chapel Hill codes. For example, the Hungarian FIDEZ is coded as a
centre-right party by Chapel Hill, which it used to be. However, since Orban took over power in 2010, the
party has become more extreme and anti-democratic. We therefore code FIDEZ as a radical-right party for the
2014 election, which was surveyed in the ESS in 2015. Other changes to the Chapel Hill classifications is the
Icelandic Independence Party, which according to Chapel Hill is coded as center-right, but should be classified
as a radical-right party. The complete list of parties that were coded as radical-right is included in Appendix
XX.
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ideology.

Individual-level control variables

The literature on post-Communist countries studying contemporary democratic attitudes and behav-

ior has mainly focused on the transitional winners and losers. It is therefore imperative to control for

measures that capture the current societal position of individuals as an alternative explanation to our

socialization argument.

First, we include the age and age2 of respondents to capture the adaptability of people after the

transition (Kitchelt). Second, we control for the years of education, assuming that higher education

is related to higher social positions and wider opportunities in the current system. Third, we include

gender, as women had more problems adapting to the new labor market. Fourth, we control for the

income of individuals. Instead of taking objective income, which suffers from 25% missing cases,

we rely however on subjective income, which asked respondents how comfortable (1) or difficult (4)

they find it living on their current income.3

Fifth, we control for the domicile where respondents live. The variable distinguishes between

big city, suburbs, small city, village and farms. As has been shown, there is a strong rural-urban

divide in adapting to the transition and democracy. Sixth, we control for religiosity as a potential

measure of the opposition to Communism. The state induced secularization had strong impacts on

the level of religiosity in Central Eastern Europe (Müller and Neundorf 2012). We therefore expect

that people that remain religious to have been more resilient to the Communist indoctrination. The

ESS asked respondents for a self-assessment of how religious they are, ranging from 0 “not at all

religious” to 10 “very religious”.4 Lastly, we include a dummy variable whether respondents belong

to a discriminated minority in their country (Rovney 2014).

Macro controls

Previous research has identified macro-level factors that affect the individual-level democratic atti-

tudes and behavior as well as preferences for governmental intervention into the economy. Here we

3 Subjective and objective income are highly correlated (R=0.49).
4 This item is highly correlated with how frequently a respondents attends church (R=0.62) or prays (R=0.68).
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control for the following country-level variables, which are measured at the time of the survey. First,

we control for the level of globalization by summing the imports and exports in goods and services

as a % of a country’s GDP. Globalization has been shown to impact in particular support for radical-

right parties (XXX). Second, we include social spending as the % of the GDP, which captures the size

of the current welfare state. The European countries included in the analysis vary between 12.5%

in Estonia (2006) and 31.9% in France (2014) in how much they spend on social purposes. Third,

we control for the overall health of the national economy by including log GDP as well as GDP

growth into the models. Some studies have further linked anti-democratic sentiments and support for

radical-right parties to unemployment (XXX). All variables have been taken from the OECD.5

Comparative analysis

The first step in our empirical strategy is a comparative analysis, in which we compare citizens from

post-Communist countries with Western European citizens that have lived in democracies since the

end of World War II. First we give an overview of the case selection of this analysis, before exploring

the key variables. Using hierarchical mixed models, we will present three sets of analyses predicting

preferences for government intervention into the economy, satisfaction with democracy and support

for radical-right parties.

Case selection

The comparative analysis is based on 24 EU member states and associated countries, of which eight

had a Communist past.6 We also distinguish between East and West Germans, as they experienced

very different regime socialization. Spain, Portugal, and Greece were dropped from the analysis,

as these had non-democratic periods during the time studied here and hence experienced a different

regime socialization, which goes beyond our theoretical argument, which focuses on the Communist

legacy. We further dropped Turkey and Ukraine from the analysis, as they are not closely linked

to the EU, are not fully classified as democratic today and are missing some crucial variables (e.g.

vote). Further, Israel was dropped due to a special historical legacy. Russia is dropped as it has a

5 The data was accessed from https://data.oecd.org. Appendix XX provides more detailed definitions
of each of the variables.
6 Appendix XX lists all countries as well as the number of valid observations for each of the three dependent
variables analyzed below.
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different legacy and is not democratic.

The analysis is focusing on the historical period after World War II, when Communism was estab-

lished in Central Eastern Europe. We hence dropped all respondents from the analysis that were born

before 1930, as we assume that their formative years were not impacted by the Communist regimes.7

The main models include all people interviewed in the countries studied here, which includes 4.8%

of respondents that have been born in another country than where they reside. As we do not know

when they entered the country they live in now, we assume for the moment that they were socialized

under the regime that was in power in their current country of residence when they were young.8

The final sample is based on about 220,000 respondents for which we have observations on all the

relevant variables.

Exploring key variables

In a first step we explore the relationship between Communist and democratic socialization and the

key variables studied here graphically. Figure 1 presents the distribution of preferences for govern-

ment intervention and satisfaction with democracy using boxplots. In total 79.6% of those exposed

to Communist socialization either strongly or agree with state intervention. Another 11% is neutral

to the question, which leaves merely 10% of the Communist cohort to oppose state intervention into

the economy. The picture looks slightly different for the democratic cohorts. Despite also leaning

towards pro-governmental intervention, the distribution is much more balanced. This is already a

very strong testament of the impact that Communist upbringing had on a key political preference,

which we argue affects democratic attitudes and behavior.

Turning to the attitudinal support for democracy using democratic satisfaction as an indicator, our

expectations are also confirmed descriptively. As Figure 1 illustrates more than 50% respondents who

belong to the Communist cohort are dissatisfied with the way democracy works in their countries

(values 0 to 4). Among the democratic cohorts only 27% express dissatisfaction, while 45% are

positive.

7 This restriction drops 5.5% of respondents.
8 As most migration within Europe is from former Communist countries to Western European countries, this
should not be problematic. In a future iteration of the paper, we will run robustness tests to exclude respondents
not born in the country from the analysis.
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Figure 1: Descriptivs of regime socializtaion on preferences for state intervention and satisfaction
with democarcy

Data: ESS, 2002-2016.

Turning to our behavioral measure of democratic threat. Figure 2 compares the average support for

radical-right voting among respondents who belong to the Communist cohort and those socialized

under democracy. The reported vote share is about the same among the two groups, with Communist

cohorts slightly higher (8.4%) than their democratic contemporaries (7.5%). From the descriptives it

is however not possible to infer whether support for these parties among post-Communist cohorts is

driven by preferences for state intervention. We hence turn to our statistical models next.

Methodology

In order to test the moderating effect of state intervention preferences (SIP) on the impact of Com-

munist socialization (CS) to potentially undermine today’s democracies, we employ a series of hi-

erarchical mixed models. To illustrate the model, we focus on satisfaction with democracy (SWD),

which is estimated as an individual-level attitude. This paper employs a technique proposed by

Schmidt-Catran and Fairbrother (2015), using a two-level hierarchical structure in which respon-

dents (Level-1) are nested into country-waves (Level-2). The model can be expressed as:
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Figure 2: Regime socializtaion and vote for radical-right parties

Data: ESS, 2002-2016.

SWDit = α0tc +β1CSi +β2SIPi +β3CSi x SIPi +
M

∑
m=4

βm ∗Xmi + εitc, (1)

where the satisfaction with democracy of individual i interviewed at t (SWDit) is a function of a

person’s individual-level controls X and the political context under which she was socialized. We

expect that belonging to the Communist cohort (CS) has a negative effect on SWD (β1 is expected to

be negative). Based on our theory presented above, we further expect that this impact is moderated

by state intervention preferences (SIP). β3 captures the proposed moderating effect. If β3 is positive

and significant, our theory would be confirmed. Communist citizens (CS=1) who are less in favor

of governmental intervention in the economy (SIP=high) are expected to be more positive about the

performance of the democratic system in their country. Further, β2 estimates the direct effect of SIP

on the dependent variable. Model (1) further includes a random country-year intercept, which can be

written as:

α0tc = γ0 +
L

∑
l=1

γl ∗Ztc +u0tc (2)

As discussed above, we include a series of macro controls Z to capture the current context of a

country that impacts individuals’ democratic attitudes and behavior.
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Predicting state intervention preferences

Before exploring whether preferences for governmental intervention in the economy is moderating

the impact of the Communist legacy on democratic attitudes and behavior, we explore the direct

impact of Communist socialization on these preferences. Table 1 reports the results of four separate

models. M1.0 reports the direct effect of Communist socialization on state intervention preferences

(SIP) without accounting for an individual- or macro-level controls. Respondents that grew-up under

the Communist regimes have on average 0.284 points more in favor of SIP, which is a quarter of its

standard deviation.

As previous literature has shown, the transition from Communism to democracy produced very

different outcomes for individuals to loose or win from the regime change. M1.1 hence includes

individual-level control variables that account for these factors, which substantially reduces the ef-

fect size of Communist socialization (β = -0.103). The effect is however still significant on the

1%-level. If we compare the effect size to other individual-level characteristics, the impact is com-

parably big. For example, Communist socialization appears to be about double than the rural-urban

divide and belonging to a minority. It is also comparable in size to the gender effect on SIP. M1.2

additionally controls for current macro-level factors, which further reduces the effect size of Com-

munist socialization, which nevertheless remains significant.

In a last step (M1.3) we explore the mechanism behind the Communist socialization effect on

SIP. Here we test whether the cohort effect is simply driven by self-interest, as those cohorts might

be more negatively impacted by the transition and therefore losers. Alternatively, if our theoretical

assumption of indoctrination is correct, we expect the cohort effect to be independent whether those

respondents are winners or losers of the transition. We test this argument by including an interaction

effect between (subjective) income and the Communist socialization. As M1.3 in Table 1 shows, the

interaction effect is significant, which indicates that self-interest is behind the impact of Communist

socialization.

We explore the interaction effect in more detail in Figure 3, which plots the marginal effects

of Communist socialization for each value of (subjective) income. Here we are mainly interested

whether the socialization impact is driven by the poor (the losers). However, Figure 3 clearly shows

that this is not the case if anything it is the opposite. Firstly, it appears that the socialization effect

is strongest among those that live comfortably on their current income. This implies that the pref-
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erences for government intervention into the economy are more similar among poor Western and

Eastern citizens than among the rich. The income difference for the Communist cohort is however

very weakly significant, which the confidence intervals show. Secondly, the impact of Communist

socialization is significant across the entire (subjective) income spectrum. In sum, M1.3 and Figure 3

have confirmed that the impact of Communism is long-lasting and is driven by a mix of self-interest

and indoctrination.
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Table 1: Multilevel linear regression predicting individual-level state intervention preferences
(1=pro; 5=anti)

M1.0 M1.1 M1.2 M1.3
b/se b/se b/se b/se

Cohort: Communist -0.284∗∗ -0.103∗∗ -0.087∗∗ -0.126∗∗

(0.006) (0.006) (0.008) (0.016)
Individual controls
Age -0.003∗∗ -0.004∗∗ -0.004∗∗

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001)
Age2 0.000 0.000 0.000

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Education 0.023∗∗ 0.024∗∗ 0.024∗∗

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001)
Female -0.133∗∗ -0.140∗∗ -0.140∗∗

(0.004) (0.004) (0.004)
Subj. Income difficulties -0.218∗∗ -0.213∗∗ -0.217∗∗

(0.003) (0.003) (0.003)
Domicile (ref: big city)

Suburbs 0.043∗∗ 0.029∗∗ 0.029∗∗

(0.008) (0.008) (0.008)
Small city -0.016∗∗ -0.028∗∗ -0.029∗∗

(0.006) (0.007) (0.007)
Village -0.044∗∗ -0.057∗∗ -0.058∗∗

(0.006) (0.007) (0.007)
Farm -0.062∗∗ -0.070∗∗ -0.070∗∗

(0.009) (0.010) (0.010)
Religious 0.002∗ 0.002∗∗ 0.002∗∗

-(0.001) (0.001) (0.001)
Minority -0.047∗∗ -0.054∗∗ -0.054∗∗

(0.009) (0.010) (0.010)
Macro controls
Globalization -0.001∗∗ -0.001∗∗

(0.000) (0.000)
Social Spending -0.024∗∗ -0.023∗∗

(0.001) (0.001)
Log GDP 0.086∗∗ 0.087∗∗

(0.014) (0.014)
GDP growth -0.015∗∗ -0.015∗∗

(0.001) (0.001)
Unemployment -0.014∗∗ -0.014∗∗

(0.002) (0.002)
Interactions
Cohort x income 0.018∗∗

(0.007)
Constant 2.234∗∗ 2.540∗∗ 2.473∗∗ 2.463∗∗

(0.025) (0.029) (0.139) (0.139)

Variance
Country-year 0.228∗∗ 0.213∗∗ 0.222∗∗ 0.221∗∗

(0.018) (0.017) (0.018) (0.018)

N 260,352 247,890 220,979 220,979
AIC 753,957 705,106 630,554 630,549

Significance levels: ∗p<.05, ∗∗p<.01. Source: ESS, 2002-2016 and various macro data.
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Figure 3: Marginal effects of Communist socializtaion on preferences for state intervention by sub-
jetcive income
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Note: The full results are presented in Model 1.3 in Table 1.

Predicting democratic satisfaction

As we have now established that Communist upbringing had a significant impact on people’s SIP,

we turn next to our two main dependent variables measuring attitudinal support for democracy and

democratic behavior. This section first turns to satisfaction with democracy (SWD) as an outcome

variable. The results are reported in Table 2, presenting four models parallel to the ones presented in

Table 1, predicting SIP. Firstly, M2.0 presents the direct effect of Communist socialization on SWD,

not accounting for any individual- or macro-level factors. Those impacted by the Communist regime

report 1.166 points lower satisfaction with democracies in their countries, which is about half of its

standard deviation.

As previous work has shown, SWD is impacted by self-interest. Losers of the transition report

considerably lower levels of democratic support than those that profited from the transition. As the

Communist cohort is potentially part of the losing side, the direct effect of Communist socialization

is reduced to -0.751. However, the effect is still highly significant. If we compare the effect size to

any of the other predictor variables, only (subjective) income has a stronger effect. This confirms that

Communist socialization is an important factor, beyond the current standing of citizens, in explaining

SWD.
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M2.3 further includes macro-level control variables, which further reduces the effect size of Com-

munist socialization. The effect remains however significant on the 1%-level. As expected we find

that globalization and unemployment negatively affect SWD, while positive economic prospects

(GDP and growth) positively impact respondents’ view of democracy.

In order to test the argument outlined above, we investigate whether the Communist socialization

effect is moderated by preferences for governmental intervention into the economy. M2.3 in Table

2 therefore includes an interaction term between these two variables. The effect is positive and sig-

nificant (β=0.089), which implies that among the Communist cohort those with anti-SIP are more

satisfied with democracy. This effect is further illustrated in Figure 4, which plots the marginal effects

of Communist socialization for all values of SIP. As Figure 4 confirms, the impact of growing-up un-

der Communism on SWD is most pronounced among those respondents that believe in governmental

responsibility to reduce income inequality. On the other hand, those that do not believe in this kind

of state intervention, the Communist upbringing had no significant effect on the SWD. For this group

no significant difference between democratic and Communist cohorts remains. This finding confirms

our theory that SIP moderate the impact of Communist socialization on democratic attitudes.
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Table 2: Multilevel linear regression predicting individual-level satisfaction with democracy (0=dis-
satisfied; 10=satisfied)

M2.0 M2.1 M2.2 M2.3
b/se b/se b/se b/se

Cohort: Communist -1.166∗∗ -0.751∗∗ -0.294∗∗ -0.456∗∗

(0.012) (0.014) (0.017) (0.029)
Individual controls
Age -0.027∗∗ -0.040∗∗ -0.039∗∗

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002)
Age2 0.000∗∗ 0.000∗∗ 0.000∗∗

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Education 0.039∗∗ 0.041∗∗ 0.036∗∗

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001)
Female -0.212∗∗ -0.220∗∗ -0.195∗∗

(0.009) (0.010) (0.010)
Subj. Income difficulties -0.600∗∗ -0.527∗∗ -0.483∗∗

(0.006) (0.006) (0.006)
Domicile (ref: big city)

Suburbs 0.001 -0.082 -0.084
(0.017) -(0.018) (0.018)

Small city -0.119∗∗ -0.187∗∗ -0.183∗∗

(0.013) (0.014) (0.014)
Village -0.144∗∗ -0.242∗∗ -0.227∗∗

(0.014) (0.015) (0.015)
Farm -0.148∗∗ -0.190∗∗ -0.175∗∗

(0.020) (0.021) (0.021)
Religious 0.079∗∗ 0.084∗∗ 0.084∗∗

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002)
Minority 0.091∗∗ 0.072∗∗ 0.077∗∗

(0.021) (0.023) (0.023)
Macro controls
Globalization -0.003∗∗ -0.003∗∗

(0.000) (0.000)
Social Spending 0.003 0.008∗∗

(0.002) (0.002)
Log GDP 0.783∗∗ 0.760∗∗

(0.031) (0.031)
GDP growth 0.019∗∗ 0.023∗∗

(0.002) (0.002)
Unemployment -0.065∗∗ -0.062∗∗

(0.003) (0.003)
Interactions
State intervention pref. 0.190∗∗

(0.005)
Cohort x state interv. 0.089∗∗

(0.011)
Constant 5.591∗∗ 6.568∗∗ -0.745∗∗ -1.182∗∗

(0.085) (0.089) (0.311) (0.310)

Variance
Country-year 0.782∗∗ 0.738∗∗ 0.626∗∗ 0.599∗∗

(0.060) (0.057) (0.050) (0.048)

N 256,195 244,043 217,903 215,607
AIC 1,151,970 1,080,562 961,720 949,154

Significance levels: ∗p<.05, ∗∗p<.01. Source: ESS, 2002-2016 and various macro data.
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Figure 4: Marginal effects of Communist socializtaion on satisfaction with democracy by prefer-
ences for state intervention
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Note: The full results are presented in Model 2.3 in Table 2.

Predicting radical-right voting

In the last step of the analysis, we turn to the support of radical-right parties as a measure of demo-

cratic threat. The results are reported in Table 3. Interestingly, M3.0 shows that Communist so-

cialization on its own has a significant negative effect on supporting radical-right parties, once we

include a nested structure of the data. This implies that voting for these parties is higher among the

post-Communist generation, which is confirmed by the negative age effect in M3.2 and M3.3.

The negative direct effect of Communist socialization on vote for radical-right parties remains

persistent once we control for individual-level factors (M3.1). These confirm previous research.

Lower educated, religious men who struggle living on their income from rural places are more likely

to support these parties. As expected, those belonging to discriminated minorities are much less

likely to vote for radical-right parties.

The findings regarding the impact of macro-levels factors on radical-right voting is mixed. M3.2

confirms that globalization and high unemployment lead to more support, while increasing social

spending reduces vote for those parties. Interestingly, healthy economic conditions captured by the

GDP and economic growth also breed support for the radical right. This confirms recent research by
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Pardos-Prado (2018). Interestingly, turning to our main variable of interest – Communist socializa-

tion – the direct effect vanishes once we control for these macro factors.

To test whether the support of radical right parties among this cohort is driven by their SIP, we

introduce an interaction effect in M3.3 in Table 3. The effect is negative and significant (β=-0.131),

which implies that as state intervention preferences decline among the Communist cohort, their sup-

port for radical-right parties also decreases. This effect is further illustrated in Figure 5, by plotting

the marginal effects Communist socialization for every value of SIP. The plot reveals that respondents

of the Communist cohort that strongly believes in state intervention are significantly more likely to

support radical-right parties. As SIP declines, this cohort is less likely to vote for these parties than

they democratic contemporaries.

This confirms our expectations that in Central Eastern Europe, especially among the Communist

cohorts, those that believe in governmental intervention into the economy, radical-right parties are

more successful. Or as Tavits and Letki (2009) put it: “when left is right”, referring to the strategy of

political parties. Here we confirm that this successfully mirrors the preferences of voters in Central

Eastern Europe.
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Table 3: Multilevel logistic regression predicting individual-level voting for radical-right party

M3.0 M3.1 M3.2 M3.3
b/se b/se b/se b/se

Cohort: Communist -0.259∗∗ -0.315∗∗ 0.020 0.283∗∗

(0.032) (0.037) (0.048) (0.076)
Individual controls
Age -0.002 -0.014∗∗ -0.013∗∗

(0.004) (0.005) (0.005)
Age2 -0.000 0.000 0.000

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Education -0.113∗∗ -0.113∗∗ -0.112∗∗

(0.003) (0.004) (0.004)
Female -0.432∗∗ -0.410∗∗ -0.412∗∗

(0.023) (0.024) (0.024)
Subj. Income difficulties 0.147∗∗ 0.212∗∗ 0.210∗∗

(0.015) (0.017) (0.017)
Domicile (ref: big city)

Suburbs 0.165∗∗ 0.186∗∗ 0.182∗∗

(0.045) (0.048) (0.048)
Small city 0.074∗ 0.132∗∗ 0.132∗∗

(0.035) (0.037) (0.038)
Village 0.334∗∗ 0.325∗∗ 0.319∗∗

(0.034) (0.037) (0.037)
Farm 0.433∗∗ 0.428∗∗ 0.426∗∗

(0.050) (0.054) (0.054)
Religious 0.017∗∗ 0.010∗ 0.009∗

(0.004) (0.004) (0.004)
Minority -0.977∗∗ -0.786∗∗ -0.786∗∗

(0.080) (0.087) (0.087)
Macro controls
Globalization 0.002∗∗ 0.002∗∗

(0.001) (0.001)
Social Spending -0.067∗∗ -0.067∗∗

(0.007) (0.007)
Log GDP 2.158∗∗ 2.180∗∗

(0.094) (0.094)
GDP growth 0.102∗∗ 0.102∗∗

(0.009) (0.009)
Unemployment 0.171∗∗ 0.172∗∗

(0.012) (0.012)
Interactions
State intervention pref. 0.017

(0.013)
Cohort x state interv. -0.131∗∗

(0.029)
Constant -2.914∗∗ -1.492∗∗ -24.191∗∗ -24.461∗∗

(0.208) (0.243) (1.020) (1.026)

Variance
Country-year 1.725∗∗ 1.750∗∗ 2.050∗∗ 2.048∗∗

(0.174) (0.177) (0.216) (0.216)

N 123,469 118,634 107,721 106,913
AIC 62,989 58,547 51,010 50,608

Significance levels: ∗p<.05, ∗∗p<.01. Source: ESS, 2002-2016 and various macro data.
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Figure 5: Marginal effects of Communist socializtaion on radical right voting by preferences for
state intervention
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Note: The full results are presented in Model 3.3 in Table 1.

Robustness tests (still to be included)

• Include countries with former right-wing regimes.

• Change income variable to objective income (R=0.49).

• Re-run models with only respondents that are born in country (4.8% of respondents have been

born in another country than where they reside).

• Re-run models for SWD and SIP for only those that also have valid vote choice (sample is

smaller)

• Maybe include those that did not vote?

• Include country FE.

Case study

In this section, we narrow down the empirical analysis and focus on Germany as a case study. More

specifically, we compare how Cold War and post-Cold War generations in the East and the West

of Germany articulated different preferences for government intervention and levels of democratic
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satisfaction. If our socialization mechanism is correct, we should observe a significantly higher

level of pro-market preferences and democratic satisfaction among Eastern European cohorts that

were socialized just after the collapse of Communism, in comparison to cohorts socialized during

Communism. By contrast, we should not observe the same differences across generations socialized

before and after Communist rule in the West of Germany, since they did not experience a regime

change.

We follow Dinas and Stoker (2014) and implement a design-based approach to the study of Age,

Period, and Cohort effects. This methodology imports the logic of difference-in-differences estima-

tion (Abadie) to the causal identification of cohort effects, net of confounding life-cycle and period

effects. The key in this methodology is to find a clear socialization shock affecting only one group

in the sample (i.e. the treated group), and a suitable control group that did not receive the same treat-

ment. In our case, our treated group is composed of people born and coming of age in the former

GDR, under Communist rule. Our control group is composed of people born and coming of age in

West Germany. We are taking 10-year cohort groupings starting from 1950. We take the decade of

birth and add 20 years. For example, the cohort of the 1990s was born between 1970 and 1979. This

implies that in the 1990s, this generation was between 11 and 29 years old.

The following equation formalizes the econometric model to be tested, where we are going to be

interested in the significance and the sign of the interaction coefficient between our East vs. West

dummy and our cohort dummies (taking the earliest one as the reference category). If the switch from

Communism to liberal market economy had an enduring effect on people’s attitudes, we should ex-

pect a positive and statistically significant interaction between living in the East and being socialized

after the collapse of Communism. This would mean that the regime change significantly increased

levels of pro-market preferences and democratic satisfaction among Easter Germans, but not among

Western ones.

Yit =α+β1Eastit +Σ
7
j=1θk(Cohortit j+1)+Σ

7
j=1γk(Eastit ∗Cohortit j+1)+β2Ageit +β3Age2

it +β4Esswavet +εit

(3)

Figure 6 plots the difference-in-differences estimates (i.e. the interaction coefficient between our

East vs. West dummy and the different cohorts) obtained after fitting a linear regression model pre-

25



Figure 6: Difference-in-differences: preferences for government intervention
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Data: ESS, 2002-2016.

Figure 7: Difference-in-differences: democratic satisfaction
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Data: ESS, 2002-2016.

dicting preferences for government intervention, and controlling for age, age squared, and ESS wave

dummies (which approximate what we would call period effects in the pooled cross-sectional struc-

ture of our dataset). As shown in the figure, the interaction coefficients only come out as significant

just after the transition to market economies. Figure 7 shows a similar result for democratic sat-

isfaction. While Eastern European cohorts are never significantly different from the reference and

oldest category, post-Col War cohorts socialized from 1990 onwards show a significant jump more

favorable to democracy that the West did not experience.
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Discussion

A widespread wave of populist support is challenging core liberal democratic ideals that seemed

unquestionable until recently. Understanding the threats to democracy in Eastern Europe is a partic-

ularly relevant opportunity to analyze the effect that dictatorships can have on democratic consoli-

dation, even years after their collapse. In this paper, we have unpacked a critical mechanism linking

dictatorships and low levels of public democratic support, namely expectations of government inter-

vention and economic equality.

Our argument follows two steps. First, we argue that citizens socialized under Communist regimes

acquired higher and long-lasting levels of support for government intervention in the economy. Sec-

ondly, the dual transition to liberal democracy and unregulated market economies left those protec-

tionist preferences largely unmet. The move by mainstream political elites towards market policies

in order to dissociate themselves from the dictatorships strengthened the link between the market and

democracy. Therefore, the rejection of the market naturally implied a rejection of democracy by citi-

zens with pro-interventionist positions. This economically egalitarian and anti-liberal space partially

shaped by the legacy of Communism was left unattended, and has been successfully mobilized by

radical right parties that are inequivocally pro-redistribution.

We have tested the main implications of our argument via two empirical strategies. First, we have

focused on the external validity of our argument by fitting a number of hierarchical mixed models

using the cumulative file of the ESS and macro-level data imported from the OECD. The results

indicate that being socialized under communist rule did indeed inoculate long-lasting socialist views

of the role of the state in the economy. More importantly, these effects remain largely significant

and non-negligible in magnitude after controlling for economic macro-indicators and perceptions of

economic hardship. This means that the effect of communist socialization remains after controlling

for economic voting and winners vs. losers types of explanation that have dominated the literature.

In fact, our socialization effects are quite constant across the socio-economic continuum, and if

anything, slightly stronger among individuals who live comfortably with their current income.

Second, we have shown that the effect of socialization on lower democratic satisfaction and higher

propensities to vote for the radical right is almost exclusively driven by preferences for governmental

intervention in the economy. In other words, we have consistently validated a conditional mecha-

nism whereby the effects of socialization are observable mainly among pro-interventionist positions.
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The second empirical strategy that we have followed focused on the potential causal claim behind

socialization and preferences. More specifically, we have relied on a difference-in-differences logic

by estimating the effects of socialization during Communist rule across Western and Easter Ger-

many. Our results show that rightist economic preferences and democratic satisfaction significantly

increased among Eastern German cohorts socialized just after the fall of the Berlin wall.

Future iterations of this manuscript will have to engage with further observable implications of

our argument. Two of them stand out at this point. First, we plan to test the elite-driven or party

competition type of mechanism. More specifically, our expected socialization mechanisms should be

particularly visible in those party systems where mainstream parties have converged more towards

rightist economic positions. Second, our expected socialization effect on anti-democratic attitudes

and behavior should water down in systems with higher levels of social protection. This would imply

that democratic consolidation in Eastern Europe would benefit from more generous levels of welfare

and social protection.
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Appendix

Appendix XX: Countries and number of observations

Country Govern. Interv. Democ. Satisf. Vote Rad. right

Austria 10,232 10,237 5,886
Belgium 13,698 13,696 6,912
Bulgaria 8,015 8,015 4,444
Switzerland 13,040 13,014 5,536
Czech Republic 14,663 14,684 7,149
Germany 22,390 22,387 14,051
Denmark 10,292 10,292 7,057
Estonia 12,787 12,740 6,211
Finland 15,347 15,335 6,652
France 14,226 14,208 5,603
Great Britain 16,450 16,402 8,715
Hungary 10,949 10,949 6,193
Ireland 17,576 17,511 9,255
Iceland 2,143 2,130 1,319
Italy 3,502 3,502 1,685
Latvia 5,928 5,928 1,630
Netherlands 14,370 14,345 10,284
Norway 12,664 12,659 8,706
Poland 13,583 13,516 6,137
Sweden 13,559 13,556 7,317
Slovenia 10,408 10,380 4,899
Slovakia 8,500 8,500 4,400

Total 264,322 263,986 140,041

Appendix XX: List of political parties classified as radical-right

Still to be prepared.

Appendix XX: Definition and source of macro control variables

Globalization: Trade in services and goods (imports and exports as % of GDP)

• Trade in goods and services is defined as change in ownership of material resources and ser-
vices between one economy and another. The indicator comprises sales of goods and services
as well as barter transactions or goods exchanged as part of gifts or grants between residents
and non-residents. It is measured in million USD and percentage of GDP for net trade and also
annual growth for exports and imports.

• Reference: OECD (2018), Trade in goods and services (indicator). doi: 10.1787/0fe445d9-en
(Accessed on 07 May 2018).

Social spending: Social spending as % of GDP

• Social expenditure comprises cash benefits, direct in-kind provision of goods and services,
and tax breaks with social purposes. Benefits may be targeted at low-income households, the
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elderly, disabled, sick, unemployed, or young persons. To be considered ”social”, programs
have to involve either redistribution of resources across households or compulsory participa-
tion. Social benefits are classified as public when general government (that is central, state,
and local governments, including social security funds) controls the relevant financial flows.
All social benefits not provided by general government are considered private. Private trans-
fers between households are not considered as ”social” and not included here. Net total social
expenditure includes both public and private expenditure. It also accounts for the effect of the
tax system by direct and indirect taxation and by tax breaks for social purposes. This indicator
is measured as a percentage of GDP or USD per capita.

• Reference: OECD (2018), Social spending (indicator). doi: 10.1787/7497563b-en (Accessed
on 07 May 2018).

Log GDP and GDP Growth: Total, US dollars/capita

• Reference: OECD (2018), Gross domestic product (GDP) (indicator). doi: 10.1787/dc2f7aec-
en (Accessed on 07 May 2018).

Unemployment: In %

• Harmonized unemployment rates define the unemployed as people of working age who are
without work, are available for work, and have taken specific steps to find work. The uniform
application of this definition results in estimates of unemployment rates that are more inter-
nationally comparable than estimates based on national definitions of unemployment. This
indicator is measured in numbers of unemployed people as a percentage of the labor force and
it is seasonally adjusted. The labor force is defined as the total number of unemployed people
plus those in civilian employment.

• Reference: OECD (2018), Harmonized unemployment rate (HUR) (indicator). doi: 10.1787/52570002-
en (Accessed on 07 May 2018).
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