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Does the past count? The Legacy Approach 

 

1. First approach on legacies (Jowitt, 1992) 
 

o The transformation process in Central and Eastern Europe will be hindered by certain 
legacies of Leninist and pre-Leninist pasts. 

o Countries are not necessarily headed towards democracy. New institutions are not 
enough for democracy to prevail. In fact, the new institutional models will be determined 
by the legacies of 40 years of Leninist government. 

o Legacies:  
 Lack of “public virtues”: virtually absent political culture, charismatic-legitimated 

leadership, lack of any norms of calculated impersonal action.  
 Fragmentation of all aspects of social life (ethnic, demographic, public/private etc.) 

o Predictions: post-socialist countries in Central and Eastern Europe are rather headed 
towards other forms of authoritarianism than towards consolidated forms of democracy. 

 

2. Types of legacies 
 

o cultural legacy  
 traditional culture marked by a tendency towards authoritarianism. 
 history of backwardness, victimization, and intolerance. The perception of collective 

inferiority (due to the peripheral status in the world economy) “created a culture of 
victimization and political helplessness in society at large, as well as among elites, 
leading to intolerance for opposing views and the inability to negotiate and 
compromise.”1 

 alienation and fragmentation of social life. Social duplicity: public vs. private lives 
leading to political apathy and the lack of a functioning “public realm” and a marked 
distrust towards government. 

 
o political legacy 

 “The institutionalization of the ‘leading role’ of the Communist Party in Leninist 
regimes concentrated all political power – and therefore all political experience – in 
the hands of the party apparat, at every level of society”2. 

 Very high costs of giving up affiliation with the former Communist parties. 
 A bureaucratic apparatus staffed by former communists 

 
o ideological legacy 

 shift from commitments to the formal belief system of Marxism-Leninism to the 
ideology of liberal capitalism. 

                                                           
1
 Crawford and Lijphart, 1997, p. 12, my emphasis. 

2
 Hanson in Crawford and Lijphart, 1997, p. 236. 
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 Giving up the old ideology does not necessarily mean that the new one will be 
embraced without difficulties. 

 
o socio-economic legacy 

 command economy – wasteful and inefficient.  
 centralized power and total state control over all resources (economic and political). 
 lack of integration in the global economic system. 
 “former managers” that maintained positions of economic power. 

 
o national legacy 

 the interrupted process of nation-building. 
 re-emergence of the national discourse as a tool of social mobilization which 

privileges one group over others. 
 

 
 

3. Legacies and their effects 
 

o parties and cleavages 
 main consequences for party system: weak parties with shallow roots in society; 

multiparty systems based on non-interest oriented parties. 
 

 “As a result of the Leninist Legacy, party systems in new Eastern European 
democracies tend to be dominated by new parties and newly competitive successor 
parties to which neither their leaders nor followers feel much loyalty.”3 

 Historical parties did not survive mainly due to the repressive Leninist regime and, 
most importantly, due to the incorporation in the Communist Party of all actors with 
vocation for politics. 

 Communist successor parties can also be considered as being new because they 
cannot count on “the loyalty of any substantial segment of the population and so 
must engage in unremitting efforts to attract support”4. 
 

 Certain specific characteristics of the electorate: only few people have developed 
party loyalties; there is a transition from no effective participation to universal 
suffrage; weakness of interest groups. 

 Consequences:  

 “all votes are up for grabs” 

 Parties will not hesitate to radically change their positions in order to 
attract more votes. 

 Party programs will tend to be directed towards a “catch-all” tactic 
centered upon religious or nationalist issues rather than economic 
ones. No incentive to form class-based parties. 

 High electoral volatility and no constraints on impulses to change 
party programs. 

                                                           
3
 Geddes in Crawford and Lijphart, 1997, p. 155, my emphasis. 

4
 Ibid., p. 145. 
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 “The Leninist political legacy consists of a large number of new parties scrambling 
desperately to achieve a niche in the new democratic environment that will assure 
their survival. This intense and unstructured competition for support has led to high 
levels of both opportunism and vagueness in their policy positions and promises to 
the public”5 
 

o constitutional engineering 
 Institutional reform is affected by mixed legacies: “the short-term transitional legacy 

of politicians interested in retaining some opportunity to cultivate personal 
reputations and the long-term legacy of past parliamentary tradition.”6 

 “Not presidentialism vs. parliamentarism, but presidentialism or parliamentarism” 

 it seems that the choice concerning to which branch (parliament or 
president) the cabinet is subordinate to is completely dependent on 
geographical and cultural proxies. 

 This choice is constrained in most cases by “whether the country is 
in the realm of parliamentarism or the realm of presidentialism”7 – 
i.e. by historical and geographical legacies. In this sense it is 
practically a non-choice. 

 Electoral laws are determined by two aspects of the transition process: its pace (the 
existence of pre-1989 liberal reforms) and its dominant tendency (who did the 
“crafting”? old party members or new political actors).  
 

 
o elites 
 “insiders” (old elites) vs. “outsiders” (new political actors). 
 the pace and dominant tendency determine two characteristics of political elites: 

whether they are organized in stronger parties or follow personal (charismatic 
legitimated) political careers and whether they are strongly connected with pre-1989 
economic/political interests (insiders) or not (outsiders). 

 Institutions are believed to be the result of the interplay of interests among political 
elites. Thus, elites will shape institutions in accordance to their interests to prolong 
their political careers.  

 In this sense, the survival of communist elites will hinder the process of 
transformation.  
 
 

4. The case of Russia: are legacies the cause of the current situation? 
 

o it seems that in Russia the influence of Leninist legacies is the strongest. Here the current 
semi-democratic regime can be said to have been mostly caused by legacies of the past. 

o most important legacies:  
 ideological legacy: an ideological void – “the absence of effective ideological principles 

has engendered a political and economic free-for-all in which the pursuit of short-

                                                           
5
 Geddes in Crawford and Lijphart, 1997, p. 176. 

6
 Shugart in Crawford and Lijphart, 1997, p. 73. 

7
 Ibid., p. 60. 
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term interest by ‘free riders’ makes it almost impossible for the state to establish or 
defend public goods”8. 

 Political legacy: disintegration of the former Communist Party was followed by actions 
to consolidate “former personal ties and access to distributional networks inherited 
from one’s days as a communist functionary”9. The old structure of relationships was 
kept even though it was not formally instituted anymore. The cores of new parties 
were formed by members of the old party. 

 Socio-economic legacy: even though the Stalinist-style economy was dismantled, it 
was not necessarily replaced by market economy. 

 Cultural legacy: stronger antipathy towards Westernization. 
o In explaining the current situation neither the institutional nor the legacy approach are 

sufficient10. While legacies might provide an insight on several structural and cultural 
obstacles towards democracy, they do not explain why only an unconsolidated 
authoritarian regime emerged. 

o Instead, an alternative explanation is plausible: the weakness of ideological parties. 
o The situation of high uncertainty right after 1990 favors the success of ideological parties 

rather than “pragmatic” ones. In Russia, from the crisis in 1998-1999 came out only one 
winner: the non-ideological Putin; at the same time ideological parties (be they 
communist or liberal) lost any chance to gain power. 
 
 

 
5. Conclusions 

 
a. If we acknowledge that the past does count this leaves us with other questions: In 

what ways? To what extent? Legacies cover a wide array of issues and the 
mechanisms through which they take effect are intricate. Also legacies are not 
uniquely spread out across the former communist space. Since legacies are 
dependent on context, a thorough study on past influences would have to deal with 
individual cases. 
 

b. It seems that “the closer one gets to Moscow” the more likely it becomes that 
legacies and their effects are more salient. Also, legacies tend to have a stronger 
effect where the costs of overcoming them are greater. 

 

c. Even though it is obvious that legacies do have a word to say in the outcome of the 
transformation process in Eastern Europe it would be mistaken to say that they are 
the only factor that matter. Institutions and international pressures also have proven 
to have a strong input in the former communist countries. One must admit that one 
“pure” explanation (either centered on legacies or on institutions) is not viable; the 
truth lies somewhere in between. 

 

                                                           
8
 Hanson in Crawford and Lijphart, 1997, p. 241. 

9
 Ibid., p. 242. 

10
 Hanson, 2006. 
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Fig.1: Legacies and effects: first approach. 

 

Fig.2: Legacies and other factors 
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