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hen Communism fell, each newly liberated state embarked on a path of
creating a new regime from existing institutions. The successor states

shared a common history of conquest and Russification (in the case of the for-
mer Soviet Union) and several generations as Soviet satellites (in the case of East-
ern Europe). They also carried pre-existing legacies shaped by geography and
demography which, unlike the similar experience of Communist ideology and
administration, varied dramatically from country to country. Did these legacies
constrain actors in crafting new institutions, condemning some to authoritarian-
ism and backwardness while providing others with the raw materials for success?
Or was this inheritance merely a minor stumbling block easily overcome by actors
who were then able to shape institutions as they pleased?1 Ethnic diversity,
although obviously not the only product of historical legacy, is nonetheless
thought to be a major factor in determining a variety of outcomes in political sci-
ence, including economic growth, good governance, public goods distribution,
and stability, in addition to democracy.2 The twenty-eight states of the former
socialist bloc, whose regimes range from robust and consolidated democracy to
unbridled authoritarianism, provide a strong test of the relationship between eth-
nic demography and democracy because they were all subject to the same polit-
ical regime and all underwent regime change at the same time. 

To test this proposition, I first lay out several theories pertaining to the prob-
lems of consolidating democracy in plural societies, identifying three distinct
mechanisms in the literature—violence, majority domination, and trust—through
which ethnicity is thought to directly influence democratization. Next, I test each
mechanism using ordinary least squares (OLS) regression to examine the rela-
tionships between ethnic pluralism, level of democracy, and the intervening deter-
minants of democracy. Overall, the results offer little evidence that ethnic plural-
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ism influences democracy. Finally, several case studies illustrate the relative
unimportance of demography in determining the level of democratic consolida-
tion and identify alternative explanations for the range of outcomes.

Although a test of the relationship between ethnic pluralism and democracy
can be conducted for many regions of the world, there are several reasons to limit
this study to Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union (FSU). First, whereas
using a data set composed of different regions of the world would pose a chal-
lenge in controlling for the many factors that differ between regions, the shared
legacy of Soviet rule in the socialist bloc automatically controls for historical fac-
tors and allows for the isolation of structural factors inherent in a polity, such as
ethnic fractionalization, wealth, and geography. Although the states of Eastern
Europe and the FSU had experienced varying levels of democracy and statehood
over their histories, for the most part, the Soviet Union prevented internal con-
flict and the development of independent institutions and civil society through-
out its empire. Between 1989 and 1992, each of the twenty-eight countries in the
region began implementing independent policies from the Soviet Union for the
first time in generations (with the partial exception of Yugoslavia and Albania,
which had started earlier), permitting focused comparison of the natural con-
straints inherited by political actors and their effect on the choices made in the
postindependence period. 

Second, using countries that as of eleven years ago all exhibited a common
value on the dependent variable (regime type) reduces the chances for endogene-
ity, which is important in interpreting the results of a statistical analysis. Since I
am testing the effect of ethnic diversity on democratic consolidation, I can better
establish causality if the former is exogenous to the latter in the data set. The data
set used in this analysis is advantageous in this regard because it consists of poli-
ties that all possessed a single regime type and have only been democratizing for
a short time, providing less of a risk for reverse causality. By contrast, if testing
countries with a wide variety of regime types over a longer period of political
development, there are more opportunities for state policies to influence ethnic
group composition.3 Of course in Eastern Europe since 1990, there have been sev-
eral large population transfers altering the demographic balance (such as in
Yugoslavia and Nagorno-Karabakh), but because these events happened early on
in the independence period, when the variation in democratization had not yet
emerged, these events cannot be explained by level of democratic consolidation.

Third, the socialist bloc offers wide variation on the independent variable—
ethnic pluralism—constituting a virtual laboratory for studies of ethnic diversity.
A growing number of scholars are interested in the effects of ethnic diversity on
a variety of outcomes, including economic growth, conflict, effective govern-
ment, and inequality, in addition to democracy, and few have tested these theo-
ries in the socialist bloc. Finally, a large body of literature is dedicated to explain-
ing the baffling variation in regime development in the socialist bloc. Scholars
have tested the effects of culture, religion, elite structure, post-independence elec-
tions, economic potential, geography, and center-regional bargaining in this
endeavor, but none have examined the effects of ethnic pluralism indepth.4 This
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article combines a variable of general interest to political scientists with special-
ized knowledge of the region. 

Theories of Subcultural Pluralism and Democracy

John Stuart Mill wrote that it “is in general a necessary condition of free institu-
tions that the boundaries of governments should coincide in the main with those
of nationalities.”5 This assumption, underlying the norm of the nation-state that
developed in the nineteenth century, was part and parcel of the age of national-
ism, yet it leaves its legacy to contemporary political theory. In more recent times,
empirical work on ethnicity and democracy has led to a more nuanced version of
the relationship than in Mill’s time. Whereas Mill assumed that the social fact of
ethnic pluralism was sufficient to prevent workable democracy, current theories
understand only politically relevant ethnic cleavages to be a hindrance to democ-
racy. Therefore, only politically relevant ethnic categories will be tested in the
following section.

A distillation of the literature on ethnic politics reveals three main mechanisms
for why politically relevant ethnic cleavages hinder democratic consolidation—
increased risk of violence, domination of the political system by the majority eth-
nic group, and low levels of trust. Robert Dahl’s Polyarchy was one of the first
works to systematically spell out the causal link between ethnic pluralism and the
difficulty in sustaining a democracy. Dahl argued that it is inherently difficult for
different ethnic groups to make the compromises necessary for a stable democ-
racy because ethnicity is indivisible. He states:

Presumably because an ethnic or religious identity is incorporated so early and so
deeply into one’s personality, conflicts among ethnic or religious subcultures are
specially fraught with danger, particularly if they are also tied to region. Because
conflicts among ethnic and religious subcultures are so easily seen as threats to
one’s fundamental self, opponents are readily transformed into a malign and inhu-
man “they”, whose menace stimulates and justifies the violence and savagery that
have been the common response of in-group to out-group of all mankind.6

Notably, Dahl does not explicitly spell out the final intervening variable that
causes democracy to break down, offering only that pluralism “places a dan-
gerous strain on the tolerance and mutual security required for a system of pub-
lic contestation. . . .”7 Dahl’s theory contains references to all three of the above
mechanisms, positing that ethnic divisions lead to violence, abuse of power by
the majority, and lack of trust between groups.

Donald Horowitz makes a similarly encompassing argument in Ethnic Groups
in Conflict. He proposes a psychological theory in which the source of ethnic
conflict is competition for status. He takes as a given the existence of several dis-
crete groups inhabiting the same state, differentially constituted by colonial influ-
ences but similar enough (and in close enough proximity) to make group com-
parisons frequent. Due to this particular arrangement, a group tends to see itself
as the in-group and another as an out-group, along with the negative feelings
inherent in this sociological relationship. The result is the perception on both
sides of a special type of zero-sum game, in which the competition is over self-
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worth rather than material goods. As each side asserts its superiority, it also fears
(or envies) the other, and the stage is set for conflict. The prospects for a work-
able democracy may be weakened by the majority group’s abuse of power, or
even the minority group’s fear of abuse, premised on the assumption that “polit-
ical power held by members of one community would be used for the exclusive
benefit of that community or to the detriment of other communities.”8

In The Deadly Ethnic Riot, Horowitz elaborates on his earlier theory to explain
the onset of violence between ethnic groups. Violence results because a minority
group, fearing domination, preemptively attacks another group, viewing a precipi-
tating event as a confirmation of the target group’s threat to the rioting group, lay-
ered on top of a festering hatred that precludes a rational appraisal of the other side’s
intentions.9 In these works, once again, all three proposed mechanisms—violence,
potential tyranny of the majority, and lack of cooperation—conspire to prevent a
workable democracy.

Ted Gurr, in Minorities at Risk, argues only for the first of the three explana-
tions by which pluralism prevents democracy. He does not address the function-
ing of democracy per se, but instead how demographic pluralism within a polity
leads to violence or secession, which are negatively associated with democracy.
Gurr focuses on “politicized communal groups” in a state, which “experience
economic or political discrimination, and . . . have taken political action in sup-
port of collective interests.”10 The theory is specifically focused on conflicts
between communal groups and the state, not conflicts among rival groups, and
problems arise not because groups vie with each other for power, but because
groups rebel against the state. Disadvantaged groups can display discontent
toward the state through nonviolent protest, violent protest, or rebellion. Although
the latter two options are clearly detrimental for the sustenance of democracy by
inviting more intensive use of the government’s coercive apparatus (and, in the
extreme, authoritarianism), nonviolent protest is also dangerous because it may
represent a slippery slope. “When tracing minorities over time, we have repeat-
edly observed that violent political action follows a period of nonviolent activity
that was either ignored or dealt with repressively. Political action by minorities
is a continuum; understanding its violent manifestations requires analysis of its
nonviolent origins.”11 The perils associated with the expression of ethnic griev-
ances range from delegative democracy, as repression becomes the norm, to total
democratic breakdown, as the system becomes unable to cope with the demands
placed upon it.12

Arend Lijphart, in Democracy in Plural Societies, advances the second mech-
anism for pluralism leading to weak democracy or democratic breakdown: the
tendency of a majority communal group to distribute resources along ethnic lines
or simply tyrannize the minority. Although Lijphart is fundamentally optimistic
regarding the prospect for democracy in plural societies, he begins with the
assumption that there is a danger if plural societies are left to their own devices.
This necessitates an institutional solution—consociationalism. Lijphart, like oth-
ers, assumes that group differences are already socially salient and prone to being
politicized. “Segmental cleavages may be of a religious, ideological, linguistic,
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regional, cultural, racial, or ethnic nature. A further characteristic . . . is that polit-
ical parties, interest groups, media of communication, schools, and voluntary
associations tend to be organized along lines of segmental cleavages.”13 These
segmental cleavages produce a zero-sum game “with clearly separate and poten-
tially hostile population segments, [in which] virtually all decisions are perceived
as entailing high stakes, and strict majority rule places a strain on the unity and
peace of the system.”14 The majority will be tempted to change the electoral rules
in its favor. This and other abuses of the system can lead to a backlash by the
minority group, resulting in a spiral of conflict, or even systemic breakdown.
Only consociationalism can remedy the tendency toward majority domination
inherent in plural societies.

Robert Putnam’s mecha-
nism—low levels of inter-
group trust—does not explain
the breakdown of democracy,
but does explain its low per-
formance. A functional
democracy requires that its
citizens not only accept a
social contract, but also coop-
erate to maintain democratic
institutions. For cooperation
to occur, people must be able to overcome an n-person prisoner’s dilemma, in
which it is individually rational to defect in any transaction. Cooperation is
assumed in communal groups, because the threat of sanction within the group
makes it too costly to defect. “In a small, highly personalized community . . . the
threat of ostracism from the socioeconomic system is a powerful, credible sanc-
tion.”15 However, to make democracy work in a polity, cooperation must also
take place across groups. Putnam’s solution is the development of horizontally
based civic networks (clubs, organizations, unions) that extend across commu-
nal lines. This starts a virtuous circle of trust, mutually beneficial transactions,
stable and functioning institutions, and effective government in motion. Failing
this, “we should expect the Hobbesian, hierarchical solution to dilemmas of col-
lective action—coercion, exploitation, and dependence—to predominate. This
oppressive state of affairs is clearly inferior to a cooperative outcome.”16 This
state of affairs is also a failure of democracy. Putnam’s theory predicts that in
societies where ethnic groups do not often interact, trust would be scarce and the
collective action problem exacerbated, necessitating greater use of the state’s
coercive power, and authoritarianism at the extreme. Figure 1 shows the three
paths from ethnic pluralism to democratic weakness or breakdown. 

All of the above theories assume that ethnic groups are difficult to change
once constituted and that ethnicity tends to be politically salient. The construc-
tivist literature on ethnic politics takes a more nuanced view of identity, explain-
ing how ethnic groups form and why some cleavages become socially or polit-
ically salient instead of merely assuming the salience of nominal group
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affiliation. If the primordial assumption is unrealistic, as current research indi-
cates, it is a major limitation for large-n studies of ethnicity, which do not cap-
ture politically relevant cleavages or ascriptive identities other than ethnicity
(such as tribe or clan) that may nonetheless be more relevant for political behav-
ior. Given this insight, how much doubt does this cast on the data used here?
There is good reason to believe that in the socialist bloc, ethnic groups are most
often the most relevant cleavage. The Soviet Union recognized the autonomy of
its fifteen republics based on ethnicity, which became the basis for mobilization
when political expression became tolerated. In Eastern Europe, ethnicity has usu-
ally been the basis of political competition, as evidenced by the dissolution of
Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia along ethnic lines. In Central Asia and the Cau-
casus, subethnic identity may be more useful for understanding daily interaction,
but ethnic cleavages are also important to explain large-scale events in these
states, such as the war in Nagorno-Karabakh and each Central Asia country’s
determined efforts to supplant Russian with the titular national language.17 There-
fore, ethnic groups are the most appropriate unit for the cases in this analysis.

One final theoretical issue that needs to be addressed is what demographic
division of the population is predicted to be least favorable for democracy. Most
scholars agree that it is decidedly worse if there are a small number of dominant
groups. Dahl states that, in a polity with only two subcultures, “members of the
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minority may see no prospect of ever freeing themselves from the political dom-
ination of the majority; hence they, too, have little incentive to be conciliatory.”18

Horowitz does not identify a specific number of groups but does refer to group
size. When “a few groups are so large that their interactions are a constant theme
of politics at the center,” we see that “the claims of one group tend to be made at
the expense of another.”19 Finally, for Lijphart, it initially appears that the grand
coalition of the elites of each community would most easily be achieved if there
were fewer participants in the coalition. This may be the case if the parties accept
a consociational arrangement but, short of that, having fewer groups is more pre-
carious. In fact, the grand coalition is necessary because of the dynamics that
result from the intense competition between a small number of groups. “When
there are two major segmental parties, two stable alliance parties, or a majority
party confronting two or more smaller parties, a grand coalition offers the only
possibility of avoiding the permanent exclusion of the minority from the govern-
ment.”20 I take this into account in statistical section by constructing an index that
measures deviation from a fifty-fifty ethnic split.

Testing the Hypotheses
The independent variable of interest for this study is ethnic diversity. To measure
diversity, I used the data from James Fearon’s Cross-National Data Set for Ethnic
Groups, compiled from several sources, including the CIA’s World Factbook, Ency-
clopedia Britannica, Library of Congress Country Studies, and the Minorities at
Risk (MAR) data set.21 Fearon tallies ethnic groups of over 1 percent of the popu-
lation by percentage in each country and combines the data into an ethnic frac-
tionalization index (EF), defined as F = 1– Σn

i=1pi
2, or the probability of two ran-

domly selected people in a polity belonging to different ethnic groups. For example,
the population of Hungary is 90 percent Hungarian, 5 percent Roma, 2.6 percent
German, and 2 percent Serb, yielding an EF score of .186. This means that there is
an 18.6 percent probability of two randomly selected individuals being of different
ethnicities. In Kazakhstan, by contrast, where Kazakhs and Russians make up 45
percent and 35.8 percent of the population, respectively, that EF probability is 66.4
percent. The cultural fractionalization index (CF) begins with the EF data, except
that it includes a parameter adjusting for the resemblance of languages spoken by
ethnic groups. This measure of cultural distance is higher when no ethnic group is
demographically dominant and groups are culturally distant, and lower when one
ethnic group predominates and groups are culturally similar.22

There are also theoretical reasons (suggested by Dahl, Horowitz, and Lijphart)
to believe that the probability that randomly selected individuals in a polity are
from different ethnic groups is not as important as the asymmetry between the
two largest groups. Therefore, I also used a fifth measure—2DIFF—that proxies
for how close the society is to a fifty-fifty ethnic division, by calculating the dif-
ference between the two largest groups in a polity. The lower the number, the
smaller the difference between the sizes of the largest two ethnic groups, and the
closer a polity approaches the dangerously divided state of numerical equality of
the dominant groups. The data from these five indices are listed in Table 1.
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There are several legitimate concerns with using this type of data. First, although
the CIA World Factbook is a reliable source, there are limitations in its methodol-
ogy. Instead of using trained ethnographers to interview people to ascertain eth-
nicity, they mainly rely on the governments’ own reporting. Second, even if for-
eign governments do not purposely misrepresent their data, many do not use the
most up-to-date gathering techniques. They may not have the manpower for large-
scale surveys or provide sufficient coverage of territory to ensure that no region
gets underrepresented. Depending on how often censuses are conducted, informa-
tion may be inaccurate owing to population movements, natural growth or decline,
or redefinition of categories unrelated to census-taking. The way categories are
designed can also impact on the results obtained through a census; a biased or
incomplete choice of categories may fail to capture how people actually perceive
themselves, or individuals may place themselves into census categories in a man-
ner that does not reflect their actual identity differences.23 Despite this concern, in
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TABLE 1. Data for Ethnic and Cultural Fractionalization

Country EF CF 2DIFF

Albania 0.0966 0.080791 92
Armenia 0.1338 0.123483 90
Azerbaijan 0.187547 0.187164 86.8
Belarus 0.371654 0.217057 64.8
Bosnia 0.680506 0.146224 12.3
Bulgaria 0.299485 0.24828 73.6
Croatia 0.375155 0.184591 65.9
Czech Republic 0.504643 0.27442 78.1
Estonia 0.51105 0.490537 36
Georgia 0.490126 0.403423 62
Hungary 0.186424 0.18486 85
Kazakhstan 0.664359 0.616434 9.2
Kyrgyzstan 0.679358 0.619684 34
Latvia 0.58505 0.429832 26.1
Lithuania 0.337639 0.253299 71.9
Macedonia 0.5349 0.423951 43.6
Moldova 0.510301 0.392548 37.7
Mongolia 0.271775 0.223745 79.7
Poland 0.047255 0.040217 96.3
Romania 0.299761 0.262388 74.7
Russia 0.332998 0.30915 77.7
Slovakia 0.331514 0.289935 70.5
Slovenia 0.231123 0.16523 84.9
Tajikistan 0.513434 0.489964 39.9
Turkmenistan 0.391836 0.32274 67.8
Ukraine 0.4186 0.247587 51
Uzbekistan 0.484775 0.439031 63
Yugoslavia 0.574716 0.386586 46.1



the Soviet Union, where ethnicity was institutionally reified in federal institutions
and on passports for seventy years, there is good reason to believe that reported
ethnic data reflects people’s self-conceived identity, and that the categories used by
Fearon are the appropriate operations to test those theories.

The EF index is not simply a measure of the social landscape of a country, if
such thing exists. Instead, by using qualitative sources that take into account actu-
al events, Fearon’s data set defines ethnic groups as those that “members and non-
members [of an ethnic group] recognize the distinction and anticipate that sig-
nificant actions are or could be conditioned on it.”24 This indicates that groups
used to make up the EF index are politically relevant categories. On the other
hand, the CF index adds an objective component of social distance based on when
languages diverged into separate branches of the language tree. Testing these two
indices against each other indicates whether objective cultural difference (à la
Mill) is more or less important in determining political outcomes than subjective
understandings of the political relevance of different groups.

To operationalize violence, majority domination, and trust, I used data
sources independent from those used to operationalize either ethnic pluralism
or level of democracy. For violence, I used Gurr’s MAR database to compute
the average level of intercommunal conflict by polity for the years 1990–2000.
The scale runs from 0–6 to measure a group’s involvement in conflict, ranging
from “none manifest” (0) to “communal warfare” (6). The mean is 1.033 for all
countries in the sample, ranging from 0 for Albania, Estonia, Lithuania,
Belarus, Turkmenistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Kazakhstan to 3.27 for Bosnia-Herze-
govina. There are two difficulties with this data. First, data is gathered by activ-
ities of the communal group rather than by the whole polity. I changed this into
a polity score by taking the average scores of all minorities in each country for
all the years in the sample. Second, only minorities at risk are included in the
sample, which excludes many minority groups—and therefore does not include
countries without threatened minorities—and biases the sample toward higher
conflict scores.25

Despite the potential bias, the MAR data is a useful operationalization of the vio-
lence mechanism of democratic breakdown. First, the theories of violence predict
that ethnically divided societies are not necessarily conducive to conflict of a gener-
ic kind, such as conflict based on ideology, but to conflict occurring between dif-
ferent ethnic groups or between an ethnic group and the state. Therefore, this data
is even closer to measuring the mechanism of interest than a blanket measure of vio-
lence. Second, the types of conflict measured by MAR are consistent with the the-
oretical conflict stemming from ethnic division. Extracting from Dahl, Horowitz,
and Gurr, the types of conflict expected may run the gamut from protests, discrim-
ination, assassinations, and riots to genocides. The MAR index, measuring seven
levels of intensity, provides a way of testing the expected variation in severity from
polities with differing levels of fragmentation. It has the added advantage over other
databases on violence of using a low threshold for conflict. Other databases on con-
flict exclude many countries in this sample that did experience low-level conflict but
not large-scale conflict or instability.26
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The second mechanism by which ethnic pluralism theoretically limits democ-
racy is by tyranny of the majority. In this structure, we would expect to see a pre-
ponderance of power in a political system held by one group. I operationalized
this variable by gathering data on the percentage share of seats in a country’s par-
liament held by parties representing a country’s largest ethnic group. When the
legislature is bicameral, I took data from the lower house (since it is usually the
principal house for making laws). The shares of the parliament in east bloc coun-
tries held by parties of the majority ethnic group range from zero (in fourteen
countries) to 40.1 percent in Slovakia.27 This is a useful, but imperfect, opera-
tionalization for domination by the majority ethnic group. In a system with free

and fair elections, the makeup
of the parliament would be a
good indicator of whether a
single ethnic group dominates
the political process, since the
parliament would actually be
making policy. However, even
if the parliament is mostly
symbolic (as is the case in
approximately one-quarter of
the countries in this survey), it
is not unreasonable to expect

that the dominant ethnic group would pack the parliament anyway, as a reflec-
tion of its political power. One can imagine this would be the case especially
where seats in parliament were awarded as political favors to the dominant
group’s members.

The proxy for the third mechanism, cooperation, is the World Values Survey
(WVS) index of trust. Results from the 1995–97 survey, which includes data from
sixteen of the twenty-eight countries in this analysis, are used.28 The question
asked to gauge trust in a polity was, “Generally speaking, would you say that
most people can be trusted or that you can’t be too careful in dealing with peo-
ple?” The respondents were assigned 1 for the former and 2 for the latter.29 The
percentage of respondents in each country answering “most people can be trust-
ed” was used as a proxy for testing the third mechanism. The FSU and Eastern
Europe fall near the bottom of world regions in trust, possibly as a result of ani-
mosity generated from many years of nonresponsive government-thwarted civil
society.30 The ideal measure for this analysis, capturing the theoretical predic-
tions, would be one asking survey respondents to differentiate their feelings of
trust by ethnic group. Putnam and others would predict more trust toward one’s
co-ethnics than toward other groups.31 Nonetheless, the “colorblind” WVS data
does indicate overall variation in levels of trust by polity, which the theories pre-
dict should correlate with ethnic fragmentation.

Table 2 shows the three intervening variables for each country that I correlated
with the pluralism indices. I also correlated two independent indices of democra-
cy with ethnic pluralism. The first is Freedom House’s measures of political rights
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and civil liberties, both scaled from 1 to 7. The former measures “the extent to
which the system offers the voter the chance to make a free choice among can-
didates, and to what extent the candidates are chosen independently of the state.”
The latter includes freedom of expression and organization, human rights, and
property rights. Countries receiving a “one” are “distinguished by an established
and generally equitable system of rule of law and are comparatively free of
extreme government indifference and corruption. Countries and territories with
this rating enjoy free economic activity and tend to strive for equality of oppor-
tunity.” By contrast, countries with a “seven” “have virtually no freedom. An
overwhelming and justified fear of repression characterizes these societies.”32 I
added the two indices, yielding a cumulative index of 2 to 14, which is then sub-
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TABLE 2. Intervening Variable Scores

Country Minorities at risk Party share Trust

Albania 0 0
Armenia 0 7.6 24.68
Azerbaijan 1.36 0 20.53
Belarus 0 0 24.07
Bosnia 3.27 33.1
Bulgaria 1.72 0 28.6
Croatia 2.23 33.1 25.09
Czech Republic 1.5 0
Estonia 0 17.8 21.52
Georgia 0.5 27.2 23.39
Hungary 2.36 0
Kazakhstan 0 0
Kyrgyzstan 0 0
Latvia 0.45 17.0 24.74
Lithuania 0 1.4 21.52
Macedonia 0.88 35.8 82.06
Moldova 0.19 0 22.21
Mongolia 0 0
Poland 0 0 17.91
Romania 1.68 26.4
Russia 0.84 7.6 23.94
Slovakia 2.05 40.1 15.54
Slovenia 0 4.6
Tajikistan 0.86 0
Turkmenistan 0 0
Ukraine 1.21 24.9 30.97
Uzbekistan 0.05 0
Yugoslavia 1.56 3.6 29.79

*Because Bosnia has had two separate parliaments since being partitioned into Republica
Serbska and the Muslim-Croat Federation, I took data from the last parliamentary election of
a united Bosnia, from 1990.



tracted from fourteen so that fourteen is the most democratic of countries and two
is the least democratic.

The other independent measure of democracy is Polity IV’s index of institu-
tionalized democracy and autocracy. Their measure includes three components.
First is the presence of institutions and procedures through which citizens can
express effective preferences about alternative policies and leaders. Second is the
existence of institutionalized constraints on the exercise of power by the execu-
tive. Third is the guarantee of civil liberties to all citizens in their daily lives and
in acts of political participation. 

An autocracy “sharply restrict[s] or suppress[es] competitive political partici-
pation.”33 Each is coded from 1 to 10, and an aggregated polity score of democ-
racy is obtained by subtracting institutionalized autocracy from institutionalized
democracy, yielding a score of -10 to 10. For the sake of simplicity, I added ten
to each of these scores, making twenty the most democratic and zero the least
democratic. Table 3 shows each country’s democracy scores.

The data for both these sources have some of the same flaws as data for the
intervening variables. Most important, both these indices are subjective, the result
of the aggregate opinions of experts on democracy. For this reason I chose to use
both indices instead of just one, and the high and significant correlation of .83 (in
Table 4) should give some confidence to their reliability. Another critique is
whether it is wise to collapse measures of all attributes of democracy into one
index. That is, instead of one score subsuming free and fair elections, freedom of
speech and press, human and minority rights, a functioning state apparatus, and
others, why not consider each attribute separately? One reason is that the theo-
ries being tested offer mechanisms explaining democratic consolidation (or
breakdown) generally instead of the breakdown of a specific aspect of democra-
tization. Another is that the intervening variables measured already capture some
of these specific attributes, such as violence and majority domination. Instead of
correlating these variables with indicators conceptually very close (human rights
abuses and unfair elections, respectively) and not fully independent, we can bet-
ter evaluate the theories by testing their mechanisms directly on both ethnic frac-
tionalization and level of democracy.

To avoid omitted variable bias, I added three control variables that correlate with
the dependent variables. The first is gross domestic product (GDP) per capita. For
many years, scholars have theorized that economic development causes (or some
suggest is correlated with) democracy, due to a rising middle class and the neces-
sity for information exchange to conduct business, the dispersion of power result-
ing from the dispersion of wealth, and the concomitant increases in education, lit-
eracy, and access to information.34 The second control is distance of a country’s
capital city from the prime meridian. Because democracy is strong in Europe, and
because the cultural and geographic factors that are present in Europe are more
common in European postcommunist countries than in Asian ones, I controlled for
distance from Europe. This also acts as a proxy for higher percentages of Chris-
tians in the West and Muslims in the East.35 Finally, I included a dummy variable
for the presence of a presidential system. Scholars have claimed that presidential
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systems in democratizing states are prone to deadlock and therefore associated with
instability.36 It can also be plausibly claimed that federal systems tend to have par-
liamentary systems and mechanisms for power sharing that would skew the data
on plurality parties. Only five countries in this study have parliamentary systems.37

Table 5 shows summary statistics for all of the data used in this study: the frac-
tionalization indices, the three hypothesized intervening variables, the three con-
trols, and the two measures of the democracy. Table 4 shows the result of bivari-
ate correlations.

Not surprisingly, there are strong and significant correlations between the EF
and CF indices and between 2DIFF and both fractionalization indices, along with
a .83 correlation between the two indices of democracy and a –.60 correlation
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TABLE 3. Democracy Scores

Country Freedom House Polity IV

Albania 5 15
Armenia 6 15
Azerbaijan 4 13
Belarus 2 3
Bosnia 4 9.38
Bulgaria 9 18
Croatia 6 17
Czech Republic 11 20
Estonia 11 16
Georgia 7 15
Hungary 11 20
Kazakhstan 3 6
Kyrgyzstan 4 7
Latvia 11 18
Lithuania 11 20
Macedonia 8 16
Moldova 8 17
Mongolia 9 20
Poland 11 19
Romania 10 18
Russia 5 17
Slovakia 11 19
Slovenia 11 20
Tajikistan 3 9
Turkmenistan 0 1
Ukraine 7 17
Uzbekistan 1 1
Yugoslavia 8.44 4

*Polity IV data were unavailable for Bosnia and Freedom House data for Yugoslavia, so I
obtained a hypothetical score for each by plugging its score on one index into the regression
equation of the other.
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between GDP per capita and distance from the West, significant at the .001 level;
that is, the further east one goes, the more the GDP decreases. Also predictable
are the high and significant correlations between democracy and both GDP and
distance. Somewhat unexpected are the strong (negative) correlation of –.48
between presidential systems and trust, the significant relationship between pres-
identialism and MAR, and the high and significant correlation between MAR and
dominant party, MAJ (.51). Also striking is the low and insignificant correlation
between the Freedom House measure of democracy and the ethnic and cultural
fractionalization indices (–.24 and –.23, respectively), whereas the Polity IV data
is significantly associated with EF and CF (–.44 and –.41). I explore these rela-
tionships further with multivariate regressions.

Multivariate Regressions
I ran three sets of multivariate regressions: 1) level of democracy (from both sources)
on the fractionalization indices EF, CF, and 2DIFF, controlling for the three factors
discussed above, 2) trust, violence, and majority domination on the fractionalization
indices, using controls, and 3) the democracy indices on the intervening variables.
Including every combination of control variables, there are more than one hundred
regressions in all, but I only show the results of a representative sample in the tables.
I started by regressing the main event—is ethnic heterogeneity a good predictor of
democracy, intervening variables aside? Using the controls, it is significant only in
one case, that of the Polity IV index on EF, although just barely (t = 2.09). As shown
in Model 1, an increase of .1 in EF (increased likelihood that two randomly select-
ed individuals are from different ethnic groups) is associated with a 1.2–point
decrease in level of democracy. There is also a significant relationship between Poli-
ty IV and the difference between largest groups (2DIFF) when nothing is controlled
for (Model 2), indicating that when the asymmetry between the largest groups
increases by one point, democracy as measured by the Polity IV study should
increase by one-tenth of a point. However, this significance disappears when GDP
or presidentialism is added to the equation (Model 3). The increased R2 (.27 as
opposed to .12) when controls are added indicates that the initial regression was
picking up the effects of GDP and presidentialism. Nothing else from this set of
regressions is significant, including those using both linear and nonlinear indices of
fractionalization, both indices of democracy, and every combination of control vari-
ables. Models 1–3 in Table 6 show some of the regression data for democracy and
ethnic fractionalization. 

Next I regressed the intervening variables—violence, majority party, and
trust—on the independent variables—EF, CF, and 2DIFF—using all three con-
trols. MAR shows a significant relationship with distance and presidentialism,
but not with ethnic fragmentation (Model 4). Party share also shows a significant
relationship with the controls, but not with any of the independent variables. The
third intervening variable, trust, correlates with controls, but not with the vari-
ables of interest. Cultural distance does not have any significant effect on trust, a
refutation of Putnam’s hypothesis. Besides this, the adjusted R2 values for these
regressions are very low. See Models 4–5 for some of the results.
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Next I regressed the dependent variables on the intervening variables. The
three mechanisms show no significant relationship with either of the democracy
indices. Only the strong correlations between these indices and control variables
lend any confidence to their merit at all. On the whole, the variables of violence,
majority party share, and trust are disappointing. See Models 6–9 for some of
these results. 

Discussion of Results
With one exception, the significant results obtained from the multivariate regres-
sions involve the intervening variables and the indices of democracy, but not the
ethnic indices. The only positive and significant finding was the relationship
between Polity IV democracy and ethnic fractionalization (Model 1); this deserves
an explanation. This result may provide some support not that fifty-fifty divisions
are unfavorable for democracy, but that more fragmentation leads to less democ-
racy. Mill wrote that ethnic homogeneity was a prerequisite for a democracy, and
we have seen in recent years how ethnically divided countries in Eastern Europe
were unable to hold together. Eastern Europe’s history in the age of nationalism is
the story of massive population transfers and efforts to create state boundaries that
conform to an ethnic group’s area of inhabitance—the evidence for the success of
this project can be seen in the high number of countries with a large differential
between the two largest ethnic groups; that is, countries that are nearly “ethnical-
ly pure.” The finding in Model 2, that a greater difference between the two largest
ethnic groups is associated with higher levels of democracy, partially confirms this
result. Although this finding ceases to be significant when other factors are con-
trolled for, the fact that it confirms the significant finding from Model 1 means that
it should not go ignored. As to the mechanism that produces this result, since none
of the intervening variables was found to be significantly related to either ethnic
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TABLE 7. Multivariate Regressions II

Model 6 7 8 9

Dependent variables/ Freedom Freedom
results House Polity IV House Polity IV

(N = 28) (N = 28) (N = 28) (N = 28)
Intercept 8.69* 13.87* 7.29* 14.17
MAR –0.30
Party share 0.06 0.014
Trust –0.02
GDP 0.0003 0.0006 0.0004 0.0006
Distance –0.001 –0.001 –0.0009 0.0007
PRES –1.52 –1.97 –1.07 –2.89
Adjusted R 2 0.38 0.21 0.37 –0.17

*p < .05.



fragmentation or democracy, there are no grounds for privileging any mechanism
over the others. 

The fact that EF performed better than CF indicates that a more nuanced view
of identity, that is, an awareness of relevance, does better than relying on objec-
tive differences alone. To cite several examples, the greatest discrepancies
between the values of EF and CF are found in Yugoslavia, Bosnia, the Czech
Republic, and Ukraine (see Table 1). In all four cases, the value of CF is smaller
than EF, indicating that if we take into account the objective fact of language sim-
ilarity (between Serbs and Croats or between the Russians and Ukrainians), these
different ethnic groups are collapsed into a single category (or close to it). How-
ever, this alteration of EF conflicts with reality. Despite the similarity of Serbian
Serbo-Croatian and Croatian Serbo-Croatian, we know for a fact that ethnic cat-
egories that placed Serbs and Croats in distinct and politically relevant groups
were closer measures of reality. Ethnic categories that distinguish groups are also
more relevant in the other three countries listed above than historical categories
that collapse group identities into a single category. In fact, groups exhibiting the
“tyranny of small differences” may be more politically relevant, and more likely
to be involved in conflict, than groups sharing little cultural baggage.

Given the relatively small number of cases used in this analysis, it is possible
that the significance of this result, and possibly others, may have been lost due to
degree-of-freedom problems. Although twenty-eight cases still leave twenty-two
degrees of freedom for regressions using all three controls, considering the like-
lihood of random error, there exists the possibility that an actual relationship
might be missed. Further research on this question could expand the data set to
include other regions, gaining in statistical rigor what is lost from using cases
where there are no automatic controls. The finding that ethnically homogeneous
countries may be more democratic on average calls out for further explanation
and exploration. For the time being, however, nothing conclusive can be said, and
the glaring result of numerous negative findings requires explanation as well.

From both the bivariate and multivariate regressions, there is good reason to
believe that the control variables—GDP, distance, and presidentialism—and the
Polity IV data are the only useful variables in testing for the relationship between
ethnic fragmentation and democracy. What stands out in this study is the fact that
the MAR, majority party, and trust data failed on all counts and the ethnic indices
performed badly in all cases except the ones discussed above. That result aside,
ethnic fragmentation does not appear to be a good predictor of democracy in the
Eastern Europe and the FSU. However, when one examines the cases, this is not
a counterintuitive result. Ethnically heterogeneous countries in Eastern Europe and
the FSU are home to both weak and strong democracies, as are homogeneous ones.
To take one example, Croatia and Azerbaijan have roughly the same demograph-
ic breakdown (CF = .185 and .187, respectively), but Croatia is a consolidated
democracy and Azerbaijan is strongly autocratic. 

This conclusion is supported by the work of Robert Barro, who regresses eth-
nolinguistic fractionalization, among other factors, on democracy in 138 coun-
tries. He finds that the coefficient on the variable is close to zero, therefore there
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is no relationship.38 On the other hand, Philip G. Roeder, focusing only on the
socialist bloc countries, reaches a different conclusion. He argues that ethnic
diversity and lack of prior experience as an independent state doom new republics
to stunted democratic development. In a matrix capturing these variables, he finds
that none of the six most diverse countries exhibit democracy, three of nine mod-
erately diverse countries show illiberal democracy, and one possesses full democ-
racy, whereas the majority of homogeneous states have developed some type of
democracy. From this he concludes, “. . . a consolidated nation as the core of the
state is a precondition . . . of successful democratization.”39 He later runs regres-
sions showing the significant relationship between cultural distance and the prob-
ability of an extraconstitutional crisis.

Although Roeder’s conclusions somewhat contradict those of this analysis,
there are reasons to be skeptical. First, by showing the relationship between eth-
nic diversity and democratization graphically instead of statistically,it does not
permit controlling for other variables that may bias the results, such as geogra-
phy. Indeed, most of Roeder’s “old” nation-states—Poland, Hungary, Albania,
Romania, Bulgaria, and Mongolia—are ethnically homogeneous because of
processes that took place in Europe in the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies, a location that now draws these countries toward the European Union and
acts as a force for democratization. A second problem is the lack of attention to
mechanisms. Roeder gives the example of heterogeneous and unconsolidated
Estonia and Latvia, which passed laws to restrict political participation, but is this
the only causal path (ethnic diversity causes lawmakers to pass undemocratic
laws) by which ethnic diversity influences democracy? Although this may seem
convincing on the surface, the devil is in the details of democratization, and Roed-
er provides little discussion of the reasons for these decisions to be taken. Final-
ly, in the regression where he controls for confounding variables, the dependent
variable is ethnopolitical conflict and not democratization per se. Since the for-
mer is only one aspect of the latter, the findings that conflict are significantly cor-
related with a titular group’s proportion of the population and the cultural distance
between the dominant group and minorities, which are worthy of attention but
constitute only one piece of the puzzle.40

Previous studies have pointed in the right direction in seeking determinants of
successful or unsuccessful democratization in the region.41 However, they often
neglect the causal mechanisms that drive the outcome, and rely on overly deter-
ministic models that leave out politics that can aggravate or alleviate a problem-
atic demographic inheritance. In the final section, I present three brief case stud-
ies to illustrate that ethnic fractionalization must be complemented by a subtler
understanding of the political significance of identities and the character of eth-
nic relations.

Why Ethnic Fractionalization Alone is Not Enough
The logic behind these three case studies is as follows. If ethnic fractionalization
alone is a major determinant of democratic consolidation, we would expect coun-
tries with similar ethnic distributions to have similar levels of democracy. How-
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ever, this assertion is untenable—if there is variation in the dependent variable,
some other factor must account for the variation. By examining the character of
ethnic relations in each country and tracing state policies toward minority groups,
I hope to explain the negative findings of the previous section—that the structure
of ethnic groups does not deterministically predict regime outcomes. Tracing
each country’s political development, especially with regard to ethnic issues, will
show that a conjuncture of geographic, historical, and cultural factors, together
with political decisions, is necessary to explain the divergence in regime out-
comes. Does this political variable act alone, or can there be interaction with eth-
nic distribution? For most cases, such as explaining variation in democratic out-
comes in the Baltic countries, the prevalence of a particular group (Russians) is
necessary in addition to historical and political variables. In a small number of
cases, such as in Russia, a very small minority (Chechens) can cause big prob-
lems, implying that sometimes history alone can explain (non)democratic out-
comes without reference to proportions of ethnic groups. The case studies will
support this.

Lithuania, Russia, and Uzbekistan have roughly similar ethnic breakdowns, as
the majority titular group comprises 80.6 percent, 81.5 percent, and 80.0 percent
of each polity, respectively. They also span the range of institutionalized democ-
racies. Lithuania, by both the Freedom House and Polity IV indices, is consid-
ered very democratic; Uzbekistan is considered an autocracy; and Russia is some-
where in between. This section will not pinpoint the precise variables that
determine the level of democracy in each country; it will support three observa-
tions concerning ethnicity and democracy. First, countries with similar propor-
tions of ethnic groups may be faced with drastically different challenges toward
democratization based on factors such as geography, culture, and history. Second,
policies matter—where ethnicity has the potential to be a divisive issue, policies
of moderation can reduce problems, whereas policies of repression can exacer-
bate them. And third, if ethnicity does have an influence on democracy, it may be
necessary to know more than the relative percentages of ethnic groups in a coun-
try. A knowledge of an ethnic groups, historical relationship, the salience of par-
ticular identities, and the cultural practices of ethnic groups may be required to
make confident predictions.

Lithuania
Ethnic minorities have not been a barrier to Lithuania’s maintenance of a demo-
cratic system. Russians and Poles constitute 8.7 percent and 7.0 percent of Lithua-
nia’s population, respectively, and 20.2 percent and 18.8 percent in the capital of
Vilnius.42 Unlike in its Baltic neighbors, Estonia and Latvia, Lithuanian citizen-
ship laws granted automatic citizenship to “persons . . . living on the territory of
the republic and having a continuing place of work or a continuing legal source of
existence,” which most ethnic non-Lithuanians accepted.43 The Minorities at Risk
database awarded Lithuania a zero in each year between 1990 and 2000 for rela-
tions with Russians and Poles. No parties articulating Lithuanian exclusionism
currently hold any seats in the legislature. Although interpersonal trust is low (a
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mere 21.5 percent admitted to trusting most people most of the time), this does not
necessarily reflect on interethnic relations; it may simply be a vestige of resent-
ment during Soviet rule. What factors explain these moderate policies toward eth-
nic minorities? Geographic proximity to Europe would have to be part of the expla-
nation, since the European Union puts pressure on prospective members to practice
moderation toward minorities, and it also pays to examine the specific character
of relations between Lithuanians, Poles, and Russians.

The European Union (EU) has been a powerful force in Lithuania’s ethnic rela-
tions. The EU requires that states “undertake to take appropriate measures to pro-
tect persons who may be subject to threats or acts of discrimination, hostility, or
violence as a result of their ethnic, cultural, linguistic or religious identity” as a
criterion for membership.44 Every government in Lithuania since independence
has advocated EU membership, consciously adopting reforms that conform with
EU standards. Ex-Communist Algirdas Brazauskas, Lithuania’s president
(1992–98) and prime minister (2001–present), said:

The future of Lithuania’s national legal system lies in its harmonisation with the
European Union legislation. . . . In addition, our laws have to respond to the needs
of society, they have to protect and safeguard human rights and freedoms, be in con-
formity with the principles of international law and enjoy stability.45

Lithuania began negotiations toward EU membership in 1995, and finally acceded
to the body in May 2004.46 The European Commission in 1997 determined that
“Lithuania demonstrates the characteristics of a democracy, with stable institutions
guaranteeing the rule of law, human rights and respect for and protection of minori-
ties,” although further work was demanded in curtailing corruption and reforming
the judiciary.47

The EU agenda is mirrored in Lithuania’s internal policies. Although protest
in Lithuania for independence from the Soviet Union was the earliest and most
vehement among the republics, nationalism has not been directed inward against
its minority groups. Since independence, Lithuanian citizenship policies have
continued to be among the most accommodating of the former Soviet republics,
and ethnicity has not been an issue in post-Soviet statebuilding. Language laws
passed in 1995, establishing Lithuanian as the sole official language of the coun-
try and requiring that all public officials speak fluent Lithuanian, mirrored the
nationalizing policies of other post-Soviet states. However, Lithuania has made
more of an effort to support minority rights, allowing minority cultural and lin-
guistic schools and mass media to proliferate. In 1992, there were 188 Russian-
and 123 Polish-language schools, and entrance exams to Lithuanian universities
were administered in Lithuanian, Russian, and Polish.48 Net emigration of Rus-
sians has also been on a smaller scale than in most other republics, declining from
9.4 percent to 8.5 percent between 1989 and 1996, facilitated in part by financial
incentives for Russians to remain in the country.49

One puzzle that emerges is the difference between Lithuania’s citizenship poli-
cies on one hand and those of its Baltic neighbors, Estonia and Latvia, on the
other. Unlike Lithuania, the latter two both denied citizenship to most of their eth-
nic Russians. Estonia’s policy is the harsher of the two, granting citizenship only
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to individuals whose ancestors were living in Estonia in 1940 (before the Rus-
sian annexation), and permitting “Russians” to vote in local, but not national,
elections.50 Why do we see these laws appear in Estonia and Latvia but not in
Lithuania? Linz and Stepan offer a demographic explanation. “As a result of the
small proportion of non-Lithuanians and the heterogeneity of minorities, the
Lithuanians were never compelled to introduce an exclusionary policy on citi-
zenship,”51 implying that Estonia’s 28 percent and Latvia’s 30 percent propor-
tions of Russians were sufficient grounds for adopting these policies. Although
there may be some truth in this, it is not the whole story. In 1998, Estonia relaxed
its citizenship laws in response to pressure from the EU, granting citizenship to
all children born after 1992, regardless of the status of their parents and without
requiring a language test. There is continuing pressure from the EU on both coun-
tries to further relax the laws.52 Second, if the large size of the minority ethnic
group were sufficient cause to adopt exclusionary policies, we should see the
same policies in other countries with similar ethnic breakdowns. However, we do
not see this in the policies of Kazakhstan, where ethnic Russians at the time of
independence made up nearly 40 percent of the population, or Ukraine, with the
world’s largest population of Russians outside of Russia, neither of which dis-
criminated by ethnicity in their citizenship policies.53 Clearly, ethnic structure is
not a sufficient explanation for this variation. To explain Lithuania’s choices, it
is necessary to discuss not only how many, but who inhabits the country. 

Because it is not possible to do justice in explaining the differences between the
policies of the Baltic countries in this paper, I seek only to demonstrate that country-
specific cultural and geographic factors explain more variation than does demo-
graphic structure. Like Latvia and Estonia, Lithuania was invaded and annexed by
the Soviet Union in 1940. All three countries saw massive resistance in the early
war years and large demonstrations against the Soviet Union in the glasnost period,
leading the wave of seceding republics. All three republics feared a resurgence of
Russian imperialism, both from within and the East, but whereas Estonia and Latvia
surveyed their internal security situation and saw a potential threat in the Russian
minority, Lithuania did not. It is not so much that Lithuania was home to fewer
minorities than the other two; the fact that there were fewer Russians reassured the
Lithuanian state. With Russians constituting only one-third of non-Lithuanians,
there was less fear of Russian disloyalty to the regime and a decreased danger of
collective action. Besides this, Lithuanian nationalists have historically been at least
as preoccupied with maintaining Lithuania’s independence from the cultural attrac-
tion of Poland as they have from Russia or the Soviet Union’s political power. The
result in the postindependence period has been “a massive Lithuanian inferiority
complex and a sense of cultural vulnerability vis-à-vis the Poles . . . ”54 which if
anything pushed Lithuania culturally toward the East, and may in part explain why
Lithuania has had the best relations of the Baltics with Russia since independence.55

What is the relationship between ethnicity and democracy in Lithuania? The
size of ethnic groups is not as important as the quality of relations, which is not
figured into numerical breakdowns. There are several theories why Lithuania
accommodated its Russians and Poles, despite its strident anti-Soviet national-
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ism. The demographic argument says that because Lithuania possessed a com-
paratively small number of minority groups (less than 20 percent), it could
accommodate without fear of subversion. However, percentages alone do not
determine the treatment of ethnic minorities or the state of democracy, as will be
seen in the cases of Uzbekistan and Russia. Depending on many historical fac-
tors, identities can acquire political significance that colors interethnic relations
in the present day. This nuance is not captured by primordial assumptions of eth-
nicity or theories that assume all identities are equally politically meaningful. A
complete explanation of Lithuania’s path requires an understanding of cultural,
historical, and geographical particulars, which a deterministic understanding
based on ethnic structure alone fails to have. This point will be emphasized by a
comparison with two countries of the same ethnic structure. 

Uzbekistan
Uzbekistan’s political development has taken place in a completely different con-
text. Uzbekistan receives low scores for democracy from both Freedom House
and Polity IV, and a closer examination shows that it fails to meet minimal demo-
cratic standards across the board. Most notable of its failures in the West is its
low marks for human rights. The alleged threat of Islamic terrorism has led to a
crackdown on Muslim worshippers in general, and strict state control over all
organized religion in the country. Not only Islamic organizations have come
under attack, however. Non-governmental organizations, such as The Committee
to Save the Aral Sea and the Human Rights Society of Uzbekistan, were declared
illegal in the mid-1990s and have been unable to register ever since.56 Likewise,
the local office of the Soros Foundation was shut down in 2004 on dubious
grounds. This has been accompanied by the arbitrary arrest of numerous opposi-
tion figures and total government control of the media.57 Human rights groups
have consistently documented cases of torture, beatings, arbitrary arrests, and
extrajudicial executions.58

Despite Uzbekistan’s abysmal human rights record, official state policies have
been tolerant of minority ethnic groups. For instance, policies toward the Russian
minority have been warm, in large part due to Karimov’s desire to maintain good
relations with Russia. Its 1989 language laws provided for the “development and
usage of Russian as the language of inter-ethnic communication for the peoples of
the USSR.”59 Rising nationalism, however, led to the 1995 language laws, which
ordered all government employees to learn and use only Uzbek by 1997, relegated
the status of Russian to mere equality with other languages spoken in Uzbekistan,
and mandated that the Uzbek script be changed from Cyrillic to Latin. However, the
law dictating the sole use of Uzbek was delayed because a large portion of the elite
running the state sector consisted of primarily Russian speakers, and also because
of a lack of standardized language training in Uzbek. Karimov’s pragmatism on this
issue indicates his strategy of appeasing innocuous nationalist forces and boosting
his national (and Islamic) credentials, while discouraging the extreme elements. 

There has been ethnic conflict, however. The Fergana Valley, a region of porous
borders that Uzbekistan shares with Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, has been the scene
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of rising fundamentalism and internecine violence. In 1989, a conflict involving
Meskhetian Turks and Uzbeks claimed more than one hundred lives, and more
recently, a terrorist group called the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU), made
up of ethnic Uzbeks, Tajiks, Afghans, and others, has established bases in the val-
ley, carried out a bombing in the Uzbekistani capital of Tashkent in 1999, and
launched a series of incursions in the southern part of the country.60 This surge in
violence has led Karimov to crack down on all inhabitants of the valley, terrorists
or not. Through this mechanism, ethnic diversity has hindered the consolidation of
democracy. However, there are two caveats to the claim that ethnic pluralism in
Uzbekistan has contributed to autocracy. First, Meskhetian Turks (and other groups
involved in Fergana violence) are only a tiny fraction of Uzbekistan’s population
(not even counted in Fearon’s list). Second, it is unlikely that Karimov would be a
democrat if ethnic conflict and the threat of Islamic fundamentalism disappeared. 

Uzbekistan’s differing path from Lithuania’s cannot be explained by ethnic
structure, since theirs are similar. Instead, we must look to other factors such
as Islam, poverty, or geography, all of which contribute to Uzbekistan’s cur-
rent predicament. Whereas Lithuania was being enticed by the EU to liberal-
ize and democratize, Uzbekistan had to respond to events to its south, namely
the ongoing war in Afghanistan between the Northern Alliance and the funda-
mentalist Taliban regime, and the civil war in Tajikistan from 1992 to 1997 that
claimed more than 50,000 lives. These events and several bombings in the cap-
ital in 1999 provided either a justification or political cover for President Islam
Karimov to launch an internal offensive against so-called Wahhabis, or radical
fundamentalist groups, when he colorfully averred, “Such people must be shot
in their foreheads. If necessary I’ll shoot them myself.”61 He also passed a law
in May 1998 banning all unregistered religious communities, religious social
movements, and religious education in schools, prohibiting the wearing of reli-
gious garb by anyone other than clergy, and requiring the re-application of reli-
gious institutions.62

Economically, Lithuania’s GDP per capita after independence was nearly on
par with the economies of Central Europe; Uzbekistan’s was half of Lithuania’s,
and the gap has increased. Uzbekistan has no emergent middle class to sound the
clarion for democracy; its economy is still centrally planned, and until recently it
was illegal to transport dollars outside of the country. Lithuania received the ben-
efit of the so-called demonstration effect from neighboring nascent democracies
in Central Europe, which encouraged its awakening civil society.63 Uzbekistan was
one of the last republics to declare independence from the Soviet Union, and
received little encouragement in developing an autonomous civil society. Finally,
as Europe’s borders have opened, Central Asia’s have tightened. As encourage-
ment to strengthen its democracy, Lithuania had the incentive of joining the EU to
further increase its wealth, while Uzbekistan, in the center of Central Asia, had
more immediate concerns, such as its territorial integrity, the spillover of refugees
from the Tajik Civil War, and rising Islamic fundamentalism. These factors pro-
vide a partial explanation for Uzbekistan’s weak democracy that its 80/20 division
of ethnic groups does not.
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Russia
The case of Russia presents a stark example of why it is more important to know
more of the specific character of interethnic relations than mere demographics.
With a population of nearly 150 million stretching across eleven time zones, Rus-
sia is home to many diverse ethnic groups. However, relations between the state
and these groups have not hindered democratic development, with the exception
of one group. The two wars in Chechnya have been one of the greatest hindrances
in Russia’s democratic consolidation, a tremendous strain on its military, a cause
of international disdain, and a calamity for both Russians and Chechens—this
despite the fact that Chechens comprise less than 1 percent of Russia’s popula-
tion. A comparison with Lithuania and Uzbekistan might seem unreasonable due
to Russia’s imperial past, vast size, and great military power, but because its eth-
nic structure is nearly identical to the other two, it must be explained why Rus-
sia’s democratization has been hindered by a problem of a (nominally) ethnic
nature, whereas the other states have been able to cope. Russia’s problem with
Chechnya indicates that historical grievances, institutions, and contemporary
policies are necessary to explain its variation from the other two.

Russia began its political development in 1992 after the Soviet Union split into
fifteen ethnically defined republics. Internally, Russia risked further fragmenta-
tion because of its federal system coupled with a weak central state. According to
the system, among Russia’s eighty-nine “federal subjects” are twenty-one ethni-
cally based republics that are given significant fiscal and cultural autonomy, and
sixty-eight non-ethnic regions of varying levels of autonomy. In order to stave off
secession of the more restive regions, President Boris Yeltsin negotiated numer-
ous bilateral deals, offering more sovereignty, local fiscal control, and outright
bribes if necessary. This strategy may have prevented secession in some cases, but
at the cost of ceding de facto independence by way of excessive autonomy, as sev-
eral ethnorepublics’ constitutions were in violation of Russia’s.64 This institutional
factor, federalism, introduces the possibility of exacerbated interethnic tensions
beyond those in a unitary system by offering incentives for elites in autonomous
republics to play up nationalist sentiment and emphasize ethnic differences. This
perverse incentive can lead to lower levels of interethnic trust and a higher inci-
dence of violence over time, which would not necessarily be the case in a unitary
system. However, despite these risks, federalism has probably been an overall
asset for Russian democracy by providing a structure within which to negotiate
and avoid a greater threat, secession, which could have precipitated civil war.

One republic that was not assuaged by federalism is Chechnya, whose ongoing
conflict with the state has been probably the single most detrimental one for Rus-
sia’s development of democracy. Chechnya had long been a thorn in Russia’s side.
In the Russian empire’s expansion south into the Caucasus, Chechnya, a moun-
tainous region of numerous tribes rarely united under a single leader, resisted sub-
jugation for nearly fifty years, finally succumbing to Russia’s conquest in 1864. In
modern times, after the victory at Stalingrad, Stalin deported nearly half a million
Chechens to the Kazakh steppe as punishment for many Chechens having sided
with the Nazis.65 These deportees were rehabilitated in 1957 under Khrushchev, and
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most returned to Chechnya, but not without bitter memories. Up until the breakup
of the Soviet Union, Chechnya was mostly kept under control through the settle-
ment of ethnic Russians, Moscow’s co-optation of Chechen elites, and the ever-pre-
sent threat of coercion. Taking a cue from the other Soviet republics, only when
Gorbachev allowed Eastern Europe to leave the Soviet sphere of influence and
demonstrated a reluctance to deploy the military against secessionist movements,
did nationalism in Chechnya assert itself. Clearly, Chechnya’s historical experience
with Russians has been dysfunctional, akin to that of the Baltic countries, all of
whose histories color interethnic relations today.

Chechnya’s nationalist resurgence coincided with that of the Soviet republics,
but it was not allowed to secede because it lacked union republican status. Not
long after the attempted coup on Gorbachev, in November of 1991, Chechnya
declared independence from the Soviet Union. After Soviet (soon Russian) lead-
ership refrained from forcibly intervening in Chechnya, the republic’s de facto
independence allowed it to retain the profits from its oil and natural gas, and to
claim the Soviet Union’s property on Chechen territory as Chechnya’s own. The
republic existed in a state of near anarchy until 1994, during which time train rob-
beries, kidnappings, and hijackings encroached on neighboring republics and
deterred commerce through the region, all the while proceeding undisturbed by
Moscow, which was distracted by its own problems.

Beginning in 1994, Russia fought a brutal and ultimately futile war that cost
30,000 lives and uprooted 300,000 Chechen civilians. Reports from western jour-
nalists of rampant human rights violations turned world public opinion against the
war. Yeltsin decided to withdraw the military in 1996 because the invasion had
become a guerilla conflict, Russian public opinion had turned against the war, and
the 1996 presidential election was approaching. Russia may have thought that it
was out of the mire and free to work on building a democracy, but that was not to
be. In 1998, the Asian financial crisis spread to Russia and led to a 4.6 percent
economic contraction.66 And in 1999, after several acts of terrorism were blamed
on Chechens, Russia again invaded Chechnya. The second Chechen war was more
successful from a military standpoint, but human rights violations were equally
flagrant, and guerilla attacks continue on Russian soldiers despite the installation
of a puppet president.67 Unlike Lithuania and Uzbekistan, Russia has had a major
civil war between an ethnic group and the state, a development with major impli-
cations for the Russian state and democracy, and to explain it requires reference
to historical, institutional, and political variables rather than deterministic demo-
graphic structure.

Conclusion
This article has been an attempt to determine the effect of ethnic pluralism on
democracy. If there is a relationship between ethnicity and democracy, it takes
more than numbers to determine that relationship. Ethnic pluralism in the former
Communist world was calculated using the most up-to-date and nuanced data
available and correlated with intervening variables from three widely accepted
hypotheses, and with democracy indices from two independent organizations.
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The results conclusively show that knowing the ethnic breakdown of a country is
not a good predictor of that country’s democratization. 

The cases of Lithuania, Uzbekistan, and Russia serve to illustrate why this is
the case. These countries possess nearly identical levels of ethnic pluralism, but
have sustained drastically different levels of democracy. If having an 80 percent
titular majority has helped Lithuania consolidate a democracy, it did not help Rus-
sia, and it had a ruinous effect on Uzbekistan. A more logical explanation is that
other factors are more decisive for the consolidation of democracy. It has not been
the concern of this article to build a theory about what those factors are, but an
examination of the case studies, as opposed to the quantitative data, produces the
not too surprising notion that history, geography, and politics are also necessary
to account for variation in consolidation of democracy.

This result should call into question the conventional notion that ethnic het-
erogeneity alone is not conducive to democracy. However, this does not mean that
other ethnic variables have no effect on democracy. In fact, it is not unreasonable
to expect that a history of ethnic conflict, interactions involving ethnic groups pos-
sessing anti-democratic values, the manner in which ethnic groups are dispersed,
or even the changing salience of ethnicity over time, may have implications for
democracy, although they are not tested here. It is also possible that religious affil-
iation, linguistic group, or subethnic identity may be more salient than ethnicity
in particular places or at particular times. To test these factors would require a
greater subtlety of knowledge about identity, and may be more difficult to quan-
tify, but it would probably provide a better framework for predicting democracy
than the crude data on ethnic groups reported in most sources. This article has
shown that the degree of fragmentation on a nationwide scale is not sufficiently
subtle to provide explanatory power for the consolidation of democracy.
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