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As we rapidly approach a point at which the Central and East European states have 

been “post-communist” for as long as they were “communist”, is there really any merit 

in, or necessity to, study their distinctiveness beyond their having endured Soviet-style 

communism many years ago? Why are we still studying these countries as a group?  

Why are we still comparing them to each other, and framing our analysis in terms of 

their communist past? What has gone wrong, or failed to transpire? The simple answer, 

as illustrated throughout the chapters of the Routledge Handbook, is that we perhaps 

failed to appreciate the profound and deeply-entrenched variation between these states 

that existed prior to the transition to democracy. Consequently, we are now confronted 

with a region that displays a huge diversity of outcomes, both in terms of the regime 

types, as well as institutional arrangements within the countries’ political, economic and 

social systems, and even policy outcomes. Such diversity amongst a group of states that 

have followed not dissimilar political and economic trajectories certainly needs 

explaining. 

 

To complicate things further, several countries that were considered the most stable, 

consolidated and prosperous of post-communist democracies have recently experienced 

the rise of populist politics and authoritarian tendencies of leaders like Viktor Órban in 

Hungary and Jaroslav Kaczynski in Poland, a phenomenon now commonly denoted 

under the term of ‘democratic backsliding’ and ‘illiberal consolidation’ (see e.g. Dawson 

and Hanley 2016). 

 

Indeed, what is recorded in several of the contributions to the Handbook, and not simply 

those dealing with Russia, the Ukraine and the Balkans, is lingering and resurgent 

authoritarianism. Although the electoral success of the far-right in the region is far from 

impressive, the liberal revolution is incomplete, disrupted and in retreat if one looks at it 

from the perspective of LGBT rights, minority protection, or civil society and social 

movements in general, or the setback in the fight against the political corruption. As 

Císař concludes, the ‘thin liberal façade that national political cultures in countries such 



      

as Bulgaria, Hungary, Poland, Slovakia, and the Czech Republic erected in the EU 

accession process (have) withered away in the years since accession’. There is no 

consensus as to whether this democratic malaise amounts to a regime category of its 

own, or whether it should be analysed as a question of (varying degree of) democratic 

quality.  However, it seems to be clear that classifying the regimes outcomes in the 

region as if they were a two-horse race between (consolidated) democracies on the one 

hand, and autocracies on the other hand, would be an oversimplification.  
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