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Cultural liberalism in Eastern and Western Europe: a
societal antidote to democratic backsliding?
Aurelia Ananda a and James Dawson b

aDepartment of Politics and International Relations, Royal Holloway University of London,
Egham, UK; bCentre for Trust, Peace and Social Relations, Coventry University, Coventry, UK

ABSTRACT
While all European democracies have been subject to the ‘stress test’ of the
global rise of illiberal populism, institutional erosion has occurred mainly in
the East. Several qualitative analyses have claimed that the weakness of
liberalism explains democratic vulnerability in the region. Seeking inspiration
and quantitative data, we turn to the research field of global support for
democracy, which has always started from the assumption that it is through
cultural change rather than institutional reform that democracy takes root. By
melding empirical strategies from this field with insights from democratic
theory, we present a new and more exacting measure of cultural liberalism.
We extract individual-level data from the European Social Survey to measure
the effect of the ‘Proportion of Cultural Liberals’ (PCL) within national cohorts
on levels of (de)democratization between and within East and West Europe
2012–2021. We find that PCL is positively correlated with increasing
democracy levels (and resistance to democratic backsliding) across Europe.
More significantly, this relationship holds independently for both Eastern and
Western Europe, with the PCL effect being stronger in the East.
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Introduction

The past decade has been a turbulent one in modern European politics, both
for the older, more longstanding democracies of the West and the more
recently democratized post-Communist states of the East. While an earlier
period of democratization in those parts of post-Communist Europe destined
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for EU membership was assessed to be successful on the basis of institutional
criteria (Ekiert et al., 2007, p. 20), the factor most often blamed for these sub-
sequent democratic stresses – illiberal populism – is an essentially ideational
force (Müller, 2013) of a kind neither anticipated nor easily addressed in the
legal-institutional sphere. To address such challenges, scholars are increas-
ingly examining the deliberative socio-cultural spheres in which political
identities are forged in ways that either chime or conflict with liberal demo-
cratic norms.

Most existing cultural-discursive accounts of (de)democratization in
Europe are qualitative in orientation (Dawson & Hanley, 2016, 2019; Rechel,
2008; Sasse, 2008). To explore whether quantitative support may be found
for cultural-discursive understandings of democratization, we turn for inspi-
ration to recent research on global support for democracy, a paradigm that
has always started from the assumption that it is through cultural change
rather than institutional reform that democracy takes root. Much of this
research is global and macro-historical in scope (Cho, 2014; Dalton et al.,
2007; Shin & Kim, 2018; Welzel, 2013), helping to explain why it is seldom
cited in attempts to understand why democracy has held up somewhat
better in, say, Slovenia than Hungary. It is for this reason that we have
sought to recalibrate this research agenda, both theoretically and empirically,
to explore whether levels of cultural support for liberal democracy have mea-
surable effects in Europe over the short-to-medium term.

The aim of this paper is two-fold. In the first instance, it seeks to theoreti-
cally justify, then construct and operationalize a measure to identify cultural
liberals as individuals from the European Social Survey, a pan-European
dataset. Broadly congruent with the new cleavages literature, we conceptu-
alize Cultural Liberals as ‘supporters of the new social movements’ (Bornsch-
ier, 2010), noting that many of these causes – ethnic and sexual minority
rights in particular – have subsequently been codified as part of the liberal
democratic template. In the second instance, it tests the relationship
between the ‘Proportion of Cultural Liberals’ (PCL) within national cohorts
and levels of democratization/democratic regression between and within
East and West Europe 2012–2021 as measured by V-Dem and Freedom
House.

We find that PCL is strongly positively correlated with democracy levels in
the pooled pan-European sample. This is relatively unsurprising given that
Europe may be divided into a Western half where the gradual triumph of
social movements in societies has led to the institutionalization of corre-
sponding liberal democratic institutional forms and an Eastern half where
the adoption of these same culturally liberal institutional forms was more
recent and was more driven by external forces. The strength and direction
of the relationship in the pooled sample is mostly driven by the differential
performance of West European cases on the one hand – where PCL and
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democracy levels are high – and East European cases on the other – where
PCL is lower and levels of democracy generally either remain middling or
fall over the period of analysis.

When examining Eastern and Western Europe as separate regions,
however, we find that the positive and statistically significant relationship
between the percentage of cultural liberals and democratization holds in
both. In Western Europe, the effect, as befits a region consisting of long-
standing democracies, is smaller than in the newer and more volatile demo-
cratizing states of Eastern Europe, where the PCL effect is larger and stronger.
Over a decade characterized by many political scientists as one of ‘democratic
backsliding’ and explained by some in terms of the loss of ‘EU leverage’ after
the Accession of most of that region into the EU during the 2000s, we argue
that larger proportions of committed cultural liberals among national popu-
lations help to explain where democracy has held up better and that smaller
proportions of cultural liberals correspond to where it has collapsed more
dramatically.

This article is structured as follows. First, we review existing literature on
the link between culture and democracy in Europe. After that, we consider
the possibility that recent developments in survey research on global
support for democracy could add empirical grist to this hitherto mainly quali-
tative research paradigm. Taking inspiration from both the emancipative
values thesis and agonistic democratic theory, we present a new and more
exacting measure of cultural liberalism. After presenting our findings, the dis-
cussion considers the relevance of the findings to debates about the East–
West democracy divide in Europe.

Could cultural liberalism help explain the East–West democracy
divide in Europe?

While democracies in both halves of the continent have been touched by a
‘global rise in illiberal populism’ (Müller, 2013), it is among the Eastern
members of the European Union that democracy scores have been regressing
fastest (Sedelmeier, 2023). Following on from a strand in the democratic tran-
sitions scholarship cautioning that institutions are only as strong as their
support in wider society dictates (Alexander, 2001), we explore whether at
least part of the explanation for both this East–West gap and intra-regional
variation lies in cultural support for the dimensions of liberal democracy
most likely to conflict with majoritarian interests.

Starting with Bornschier’s (2010) definition of ‘cultural liberalism’ as
‘support for the goals of the New Social Movements’, advocating peace,
gender equality, opposition to racism and so on, it is evident from survey ana-
lyses that these kinds of political identities have much deeper roots in the
Western half of Europe (Pew, 2018). The starkness of this divide may be
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illustrated nowhere better than by a mapped data visualization showing the
spread of the Twitter hashtag #RefugeesWelcome on 3rd September 2015.
Western Europe up to the old Iron Curtain was a thousand points of light;
Eastern Europe was dark (Hanley, 2015; Differential East–West political
responses to European Refugee Crisis are covered in Schweiger, 2023).

While the label ‘cultural liberalism’ emerges from ‘new cleavages’ research
on West European politics, the impetus for considering the role of these kinds
of political identities in upholding democracy comes from the democratiza-
tion literature focussed on East-Central Europe (ECE).1 Despite significant
analytical differences, both rationalist and cultural-discursive traditions typi-
cally attribute parts of the causal story to cultural factors.

In outline terms, the influential rational institutionalist account ran as
follows. By offering the carrot of incentives (ultimately adding up to member-
ship, known to bring financial rewards) and the stick of sanctions (pushing a
candidate further back in the queue), the EU was successfully able to manip-
ulate the utility calculations of domestic East Central-European politicians
and publics to the extent that convergence upon a common liberal demo-
cratic institutional settlement was achieved (Börzel & Risse, 2012; Grabbe,
2006; Schimmelfennig & Sedelmeier, 2005; Vachudova, 2005).

Despite this analytical emphasis on formal institutional structures, these
accounts do not exclude the possibility that cultural-ideal factors may con-
stitute some part of the analytical model. In fact, the importance of cultural
factors was very frequently affirmed. Ekiert, Kubik and Vachudova’s oft-cited
account of the success of EU-led democratization is haunted by repeated
exhortations that these democratized states still need to develop ‘a
proper democratic culture’ (Ekiert et al., 2007). With respect to the question
of how democratic institutions would endure absent EU leverage after
accession, many borrowed from the culturalist lexicon, as with frequent
invocations of elite and mass ‘socialization’ (Levitz & Pop-Eleches, 2010).
In this vein, Schimmelfennig envisaged a shift over time from liberal-demo-
cratic norm-compliance based on cost–benefit calculation towards a more
thoroughgoing commitment, ultimately adding up to identity change
(2007).

Cultural-discursive accounts actually foregrounded socio-cultural and
experiential elements of democratization where rationalist accounts saw
these elements as secondary to EU-leverage-induced institutional reforms.
In general, this approach led to much greater scepticism with respect to
the extent of democratization achieved (Alexander, 2001; Hughes et al.,
2004). For example, Sasse’s account of minority rights reform in the Baltic
states highlighted that the optimistic hopes of rationalist authors for elite
socialization were contradicted by available evidence (Sasse, 2008). More
emphatically, Rechel reported that while formal compliance with the EU’s
minority rights regime had proved enough to achieve accession, it was not
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noticeably altering the conditions under which the region’s minorities lived
(Rechel, 2008).

In recent years, authors in the rationalist tradition have tended to recog-
nize that some degree of democratic backsliding has taken place, but to
stress that the region presents a mixed picture beyond the twomost dramatic
backsliding cases of Hungary and Poland (Börzel & Schimmelfennig, 2017;
Schimmelfennig & Sedelmeier, 2020; Sedelmeier, 2023).

Among cultural-discursive accounts, on the other hand, there is widely
shared agreement on the region-wide character of democratic malaise. The
key point of debate concerns whether to describe this malaise as ‘backslid-
ing’, which many do, stressing key weaknesses in spheres such as civic partici-
pation (Greskovits, 2015) and deliberation (Gora & de Wilde, 2022). Others
have argued that the shared assumption behind both rationalist scholarship
and the EU’s conditionality model of democratization – that voters and elites
in the East were only wedded to liberal democratic norms to the extent that
they were externally constrained to do so – brings into question the very
notion that these states had successfully democratized in the first place
(Dawson & Hanley, 2016; Herman, 2016).

Despite this widespread invocation of ‘culture’ as a causal variable across
these theoretical divides in research on ECE democratization, there has been
little cross-fertilization of ideas with the mainstream literature on ‘global
support for democracy’, a mostly quantitative research paradigm that is
already closely trained on the socio-cultural sphere of democratizing
societies. We feel it is representative, for example, that none of the authors
in the cultural-discursive tradition cited above make reference to survey
research on support for democracy.

Part of this reluctance is likely to stem from a clash between the construc-
tivist philosophical commitments of cultural-discursive democratization scho-
lars and the positivist roots of much ‘values survey’ research in modernization
theory (after Inglehart, 1971). Despite this, it is undeniable that there remains
a certain ‘family resemblance’ between the philosophically inspired assump-
tion that democracy needs to be ‘reflected in the ideas that people hold and
value’ (Blokker, 2009, p. 4) and the statistically supported claims of values
survey scholars like Christian Welzel that democracy is a ‘culture-bound
phenomenon’ (Brunkert et al., 2019). At the very least then, it would seem
to be worth investigating whether this branch of inquiry can yield hard
data to support cultural-discursive claims about democratic resilience/ vul-
nerability in Europe.

Research on cultural support for liberal democracy

Recent research on support for democracy, we argue, provides some tools to
help us understand the extent to which ideal and cultural factors may impact
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upon the stability of European democracies. However, while techniques
designed to produce global and macro-historical claims about democracy
might be useful for identifying divergences between East and West Europe,
they need to be recalibrated, both theoretically and empirically, if they are
also to be of use in helping us to understand why democracy might be
holding up better in say, Slovenia rather than Hungary.

Since an earlier generation of values research stressed near universal
support for democracy even in authoritarian countries (Klingemann, 1999;
Norris, 1999), increasing attention has been paid by values researchers to sub-
jective understandings of democracy. In this vein, values researchers now
often find that citizen’s declared support for democracy is much less substan-
tive than previously thought (Ananda & Bol, 2021; Shin, 2017); citizens of non-
democratic countries, while generally professing support for democracy, are
either ‘unable to differentiate democracy from its alternatives’ (Shin & Kim,
2018, p. 243), more likely to associate it with ‘a prospering economy and
social control’ (Zagrebina, 2020), or simply liable to revert the meaning of
support for democracy to support for authoritarianism (Cho, 2014; Ulbricht,
2018).

One attempt to grapple with subjective meanings of democracy has been
the inclusion, since early this century, of an open-ended question on the
World Values Survey that presents respondents with the incomplete sentence
‘Democracy means… ’, allowing them fill in up to three concepts that they
associate with democracy. Very frequently, it seems, respondents have
chosen to fill in this section with ideas like ‘liberty’, ‘freedom’ and ‘saying
whatever you want’ (Canache, 2012, p. 8). Thus, some of the early findings
from analyses of this questionnaire item echoed earlier democratic optimism
in reporting that liberal understandings of democracy predominate even in
authoritarian corners of the globe (Canache, 2012, p. 1; Dalton et al., 2007).

However, the association of terms like ‘freedom’ and ‘liberty’ with liberal
understandings of democracy establishes a very imprecise standard
(Schaffer, 2014). Such findings are of limited use for understanding
whether citizens in a given part of the world could or could not live with min-
ority rights or judicial restraints on elected leaders.

One strand of values study research that does seriously engage with the
liberal philosophical dimension as a determinant of democratization is the
‘emancipative values’ thesis of Christian Welzel and his collaborators (Brun-
kert et al., 2019). The authors’ key finding is as follows: positive liberal
democratic change is not predicted simply by citizens declaring an aspira-
tion for ‘democracy’ but only when this aspiration is matched with a ‘cul-
tural foundation’ that is grounded in support for ‘universal freedoms’
(Brunkert et al., 2019, p. 423). Without this ‘cultural foundation’, they find
– similar to some studies cited above (Cho, 2014; Ulbricht, 2018) – that
‘support for democracy frequently reverts its meaning, indicating the
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exact opposite of what intuition suggests: namely, support for autocracy’
(422).

This ‘cultural foundation of liberal democracy’ is approximated by measur-
ing people’s emphasis on universal freedoms based on World Values Survey
questions. What results is the ‘emancipative values index’ (EVI), a national-
level mean generated from 12 questions in total relating to four themes:
child autonomy, gender equality, voice (freedom of expression) and sexual
emancipation. The time series analyses, regressing EVI against democracy
indicators, are made more powerfully predictive by the fact that the
authors used ‘cohort effects’ to simulate EVI scores going back to 1960
based on a WVS dataset that only actually goes back to 1981.

As can be inferred from this description, the scope of this research pro-
gramme – targeting the effect of macro-cultural change on democratization
across the entire globe over a period from 1960 onwards – is enormous. To
facilitate an analysis on the more proximate scale of (de)democratization in
Europe would require a recalibration of both the empirical tests and the
theoretical assumptions on which they depend.

Cultural liberalism: a more exacting measure of cultural
support for liberal democracy

Given the more geographically – and time-limited scope of this investigation
relating to short-term (de-)democratization in Europe, we find it necessary to
conceptualize ‘cultural’ support for democracy more concretely in terms of
support for specific liberal-democratic norms. In short, we seek to find citizens
who support and can potentially uphold those institutional elements of
liberal democracy which, though already codified as part of the template
andmeasured by most institutionally focussed databases, may be seen as vul-
nerable because they conflict with majoritarian political and social norms.

We use European Social Survey’s 2012 special section on ‘Understandings
of Democracy’, the most theoretically sophisticated battery of questions on
the topic to date (Quaranta, 2018, p. 7). In choosing the questions, we have
sought to be as parsimonious as possible, limiting ourselves to six questions
by avoiding ‘valence’ questions that target such overwhelmingly popular fea-
tures of democracy as elections. We further take for granted that even Post-
Communist Europe appears near the top of the global table on dimensions
such as support for female leaders and rejection of ‘strong [authoritarian] lea-
dership’ (Anderson et al., 2022). Accordingly, we focus in particular on anti-
majoritarian norms that usually turn out to be the aspects of democracy
that are often hard to institute where absent and likely to require energetic
defence where present (Dawson & Hanley, 2016).

As such, five of the six ESS items we have chosen to identify individuals as
‘Cultural Liberals’ (CL) – protection of LGBT (1) and minority rights (2),
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protection of opposition (3) and media freedom (4), support for the court’s
role as a checking mechanism against the state (5) – are chosen so as to
demonstrate support for the potentially anti-majoritarian liberal institutional
norms most likely to lapse. Another way to express this is that all these items
serve to guarantee the core liberal democratic norm of pluralism, a norm is
assailed on several fronts in the wave of illiberal populism that has driven
democratic volatility in the early decades of this century.2 Furthermore, by
insisting on emphatic support for each of these norms to qualify as CL,
which is to say fulfilment of all criteria rather than using the items to generate
means, we guard against the likelihood that CL support for democracy melts
away when it is needed most. Given this imperative for mobilization-readi-
ness, the sixth ESS item that completes our criteria for Cultural Liberalism is
‘Interest in Politics’, which we use as our ‘activity’ filter because it is the
least imperfect fit with the Aristotelian notion of political action underpinning
deliberative theory (see Arendt, 2013 [1958]).3

We further diverge from the emancipative values programme in that we
do not share many optimistic, semi-teleological assumptions arising from
its grounding in modernization theory (after Inglehart, 1971). So long as econ-
omies are growing and more citizens are being freed from preoccupations
with ‘survival’, this line of thinking goes, then a growth in diffuse emancipa-
tive values must lead to a growth, following a generational lag, of liberal
democracy (Brunkert et al., 2019). Against this, we note that the economies
of Hungary and Poland had been booming for some time when illiberal
populist governments were elected, who have subsequently eroded demo-
cratic institutions. The Hungarian case in particular suggests that citizens’
experience of escaping economic precarity, leading to a growing middle
class, can actually cement support for authoritarian leadership (Szikra & Oren-
stein, 2022). Thus, we do not think the expansion of economic security will
necessarily foster emancipative values or restore democracy in these
countries.

By contrast, theories of change rooted in deliberation pay more attention
to which ideas are being spread through practices of public sphere delibera-
tion. When the ideas being spread are emancipatory ones, as in the post-war
period in Western Europe, we are liable to see a growth in democratization.
However, as Peter Stamatov notes with reference to Bulgaria in the 1990s,
illiberal publics may also be formed because the terms of public debate are
not always rational, critical, or liberal (Stamatov, 2000). The spread of ideas,
if one follows this deliberative logic, can equally presage the expansion of
liberal rights or their reversal (as in democratic backsliding), depending
very simply, on whether the prevailing ideas themselves support or conflict
with liberal-democratic norms.

The key model of emancipatory mobilization that is sometimes referenced
in relation to the current predicament of ECE is West Germany between the
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late 1960s and early 1970s (Krastev, 2007). In short, we read the social tumult
that shook the foundations of a society that had already largely succeeded
against most benchmarks of institutional democratization as an absolutely
necessary phase in the democratization of West Germany in the cultural
sense. The key fact is that an oppositional public bearing emancipatory and
(usually also) pro-democratic ideas challenged and ultimately defeated the
socially conservative (and historically amnesiac) political consensus upon
which Post-War West Germany functioned. Good things would also follow
in the legal-institutional sphere: V-Dem records piecemeal improvement at
the time4 and, looking further ahead, it is hard, for example, to imagine Ger-
many’s gradual abandonment by the end of the century of its once illiberal
‘guest worker’ immigration system (Walzer, 1983, pp. 52–63) without the
steps taken towards the wider transformation of society decades earlier.

This understanding of pro-democratic political change is inspired by the
‘agonistic’ branch of normative democratic philosophy. Chantal Mouffe’s
influential account postulates, in outline terms, that a healthy democratic
society is not one that achieves consensus, which is liable to ‘mask the frus-
trations of a diverse society’ but one of ‘agonistic pluralism’ in which ‘mean-
ingfully differentiated positions’ that cannot be ‘negotiated away’ are
represented (Mouffe, 1999). The foundational assumptions underpinning
this account depart from those that prevail in rationalist political science in
at least two important respects. First, rather than political ideas and the
party systems they give rise to functioning as a ‘natural system of channel-
ment’ for the [pre-existing] interests in society (Sartori, 2005 [1976]), citizens’
political identities are seen as being formed primarily in response to available
political discourses. By Mouffe’s account, ‘radical democratic citizenship’ – a
type of political identity closely related to what we call cultural liberalism –
is liable to emerge when creative political actors articulate diverse causes
together in the public sphere, making possible forms of political solidarity
that did not exist before (Laclau & Mouffe, 2014 [1985]). Second, and relat-
edly, agonism does not seek ‘moderation’ in the form of ‘party system insti-
tutionalization’ or fear polarization. Indeed, as in the cited exemplar of post-
1968 West Germany, the polarization and conflict that arises as a result of
radical democrats/ cultural liberals rejecting compliance with the (usually
socially conservative) norms that previously defined the parameters of politi-
cal competition may be seen as a necessary phase in the realization of ‘fully’
liberal democracy.

The medium-term success of the mobilization in West Germany did not
depend on majoritarian support, still less on electoral victory; in this sense
it was analogous to other historical instances in which ‘oppositional counter-
publics’ often representing marginalized social groups such as ‘women,
workers, and people of colour’ formulated oppositional ‘interpretations of
their identities, interests and needs’, and successfully drove the expansion
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of the public sphere (Fraser, 1990). However, as with other causes such as
women’s suffrage in the UK and black civil rights in the US, the size of mobil-
ization does matter. We do not dispute that a range of factors must be
present to support democracy, so we do not claim that there is any ‘magic
number’ beyond which ‘democratic consolidation’ is assured. Our assumption
in using survey data to generate a national ‘Proportion of Cultural Liberals’
(PCL) is simply that a society in which 30 per cent are ready to mobilize in
support of the anti-majoritarian liberal norms will exert stronger upward
pressure upon the level of democracy (and stronger resistance to regression)
than one with 3 per cent.5

We also do not deny the fact of an endogeneity loop in the relationship
between liberal culture and liberal institutions. Clearly, just as rises in
liberal values can be found to predict democratization (Brunkert et al.,
2019), so support for liberal values will tend to diminish over time in contexts
where authoritarian political regimes seek to suppress them (Ulbricht, 2018).
In the European context at least, however, we can say with some confidence
that this is not a simple chicken-and-egg conundrum. Liberal ideas triumphed
first in the public sphere and only later did that triumph lead to the construc-
tion over centuries of legally binding institutions (Habermas, 2015 [1992]).
The EU’s modus operandi of mandating institutional form couched in the
language of ‘technical’ reforms ignored the fact that institutions like the sep-
aration of powers and minority rights were the ‘historical realization’ of norms
such as pluralism and civic tolerance that had been publicly validated
through discussion and contestation (Blokker, 2009, pp. 1–4). Where the
EU’s conditionality policies rested on a bet that culture follows institutions,
our scepticism on this point seems to find support in survey research projects
that have identified the opposite causal relationship between cultural-ideal
values and institutional quality (Brunkert et al., 2019; Canache, 2012; Norris,
1999). We also note the still relatively low proportion of cultural liberals in
in our data for ECE states that had achieved institutional democratization a
decade earlier (see Table 1 below).

It is on these theoretical and empirical bases that we wager that the anti-
dote to democratic backsliding in ECE – and in the longer term, the route to a
more liberal democracy in the cultural sense – runs through the emergence of
culturally liberal counterpublics that challenge the often tacitly illiberal dis-
courses that occupy the mainstream of political competition (Dawson &
Hanley, 2016), which we see as the ultimate reason why anti-majoritarian
institutions so often lapse. Such mobilization-ready counterpublics were
perhaps evident, albeit on a smaller and less decisive scale, in the waves of
mobilization in places as diverse as Slovenia in 2013 and Bulgaria in 2013–
2014 (Bieber & Brentin, 2018). Do culturally liberal counterpublics advance
or else aid the durability of democratic institutions? This study aims at unco-
vering whether the available survey data confirms this link or not.
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Hypotheses

Our main research question is as follows: Does the proportion of cultural lib-
erals (PCL) in a national population affect democratization over the course of
the past decade (2012–2021)? In our use of the terms democratization and its
derivatives like de-democratization (or democratic backsliding), we are fol-
lowing usage that is common in research on comparative European politics,
less so in research on global support for democracy. By democratization, we
mean any increase in democracy levels, even at the incremental level that
does not involve crossing a threshold from one regime-type to another. By
de-democratization (or democratic backsliding), we mean any decrease in
democracy levels. We argue that there is a positive relationship between
the proportion of committed cultural liberals within a population and
levels of democracy. We tested the following hypothesis:

H1: The higher the proportion of cultural liberals (PCL) in European societies,
the higher the level of democracy

However, the effect of PCL on democracy level is more likely to be stronger in
political environments where the framework of liberal democracy, especially its
most progressive, anti –majoritarian dimensions, is less historically embedded.
That is, we expect that the effect of PCL will be stronger in Eastern relative to
Western Europe. As such, we tested this in our second hypothesis:

H2: Having a higher proportion of cultural liberals (PCL) would have a larger and
stronger effect on increasing democracy levels in Eastern Europe compared to
Western Europe

Methods

The ESS dataset contains nationally representative samples for 29 countries,
inclusive of those both inside and outside the EU in 2012. Of these Turkey is
excluded as it does not reasonably fit into our categories of ‘Eastern’ (Post-
Communist) or ‘Western’ Europe, while Iceland and Kosovo are excluded
because of substantial missing data. Thus, 15 Western and 11 Eastern
(Post-Communist) cases are included in the analyses.

One key limitation of the data used in this study is that, although the ESS is
collected biannually, the ‘Understandings of Democracy’ Special Section has
only so far appeared in 2012, meaning that the measurement of Percentage
of Cultural Liberals by country shown in Table 1 below – and regressed
against various democracy measurements further on – is based on a single
data collection point. Consistent with Welzel and his co-authors (Brunkert
et al., 2019), we expect that cultural orientations, while mutable, change
only gradually, unlike say, democracy scores which can rise or fall rapidly
after events like elections, especially at the aggregate country level. Our
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measurement of the effect of PCL in 2012 on changes in democracy covers
the past decade (2012–2021).

Democracy in Europe under a period of stress: 2012–2021

The ending of the main period of the EU’s democratic leverage prior to the
beginning of our period of observation has the effect of equalizing the external
context against which the effects of PCL on levels of democracy can be
measured. Over the past decade, the whole continent – Western Europe, the
newer Eastern members of the EU and Eastern non-members – can be under-
stood as sharing a common context in which liberal democracy is experiencing
a global stress test arising from the fallout of the Global Financial Crisis of 2007–
2009 (inclusive of the ensuing Eurozone crisis) and the related wave of illiberal
populism. It is for this reason – relatively equal external context – that we do not
constrict our dataset to omit non-EU cases; thus, Switzerland and Norway fit
into the West category while Russia, Ukraine and Albania fit into the East.

Independent variable: proportion of cultural liberals (PCL) – an
individual-level metric derived from the European social survey

The Special Section on ‘Understandings of Democracy’ in the 2012 European
Social Survey (ESS) asks respondents to answer ‘how important’ certain norms
are to democracy, allowing an individual-level scale to be constructed. In
essence, we seek to find citizens who support and can potentially uphold
those institutional elements of liberal democracy which, though already
codified as part of the template and measured by most institutionally
focussed databases, may be seen as vulnerable because they conflict with
majoritarian political and social norms.

In formulating a country-level PCL measurement, we implemented three
steps. First, we select six individual-level components to identify cultural lib-
erals as individuals: protection of LGBT and minority rights, protection of
opposition and media freedom, support for the court’s role as a checking
mechanism against the government, and interest in politics (α = 0.71).6 As
described above, we insist on (emphatic) agreement with each item to
qualify as CL. In formulating ‘cultural liberalism’ this way, we include some
who would not self-identify as ‘liberals’ and exclude many who would. We
prioritize citizens’ function relative to (de)democratization over self-ascribed
labels or, for that matter, voting patterns, which often, in the European
context, reflect economic policy orientations.

Second, we transform the variables, which use different measures, into
binary variables: 1 represents individuals who indicate strong preference or
agreement with the item statement while 0 represents the remaining individ-
uals. We then multiply all six binary variables to create a cultural liberalism
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scale with 1 representing individuals who show strong preference or agree-
ment on every component and 0 representing all other preferences. We
then divide the total number of culturally liberal individuals by the total
number of sampled respondents per country to estimate the proportion of
cultural liberals within the population of each country. For example, we
took the number of cultural liberals in Albania (n = 147) and divide it by
the total number of Albanians sampled (n = 1,087), which gives us an
(unweighted) estimation of 13.52 per cent proportion of cultural liberals
(PCL). The calculation is repeated for the remaining 25 countries. The
overall mean of PCL in the pooled sample is 19.88 per cent.

Overall, our sample confirms our assumption that PCL levels will be
higher in West Europe compared to the Post-Communist East. Scandinavian
states like Denmark (46.32) and Sweden (38.43) as well as Germany (40.14)
cluster at the most culturally liberal end of the pooled sample while Post-
Communist states Ukraine (3.68) and (perhaps surprisingly) Lithuania
(1.65) are found to be least culturally liberal. There is a substantial and sig-
nificant difference in PCL between the two regions. T-tests further confirm
that the 16.72-point inter-region difference is statistically significant at p <
0.001. The focus on this East–West divide however, masks substantial
intra-regional variation, some of which is noteworthy – for example, Bul-
garia, Poland and Slovenia record close to the pan-European mean while
Portugal and Cyprus report significantly below. Indeed, it is the fact of
this substantial intra-regional variation that allows us to consider the
relationship of cultural liberalism with intra-regional variation in democratic
performance, that is particularly pronounced in ECE (Schimmelfennig &
Sedelmeier, 2020). Table 1 below shows the distribution of PCL per
country and region.7

Table 1. Distribution of PCL in European countries (weighted).
East Europe PCL (%) West Europe PCL (%)

Albania 13.52 Belgium 20.42
Bulgaria 21.47 Cyprus 15.41
Czech Rep. 7.43 Denmark 46.32
Estonia 12.24 Finland 25.27
Hungary 8.57 France 22.86
Lithuania 1.65 Germany 40.14
Poland 17.31 Ireland 24.15
Russia 6.30 Italy 21.06
Slovakia 4.14 Netherlands 32.00
Slovenia 16.27 Norway 28.83
Ukraine 3.68 Portugal 11.75

Spain 23.80
Sweden 38.43
Switzerland 27.55
United Kingdom 25.37

Mean 10.23 26.96
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Dependent variable: levels of democracy

We focused on country-level democratic scores spanning 2012–2021 from
two datasets (see Table 2). The first dependent variable is the Liberal Democ-
racy Index from Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem), which consists of polyarchy
and liberal democracy components. The second DV is Freedom House’s (FH)
expert evaluation of political rights and civil liberties.

Overall, there are significant differences in the mean democracy scores
between East and West Europe across the two indices, with West European
countries scoring higher on average in democracy levels than East European
countries, which are significant at p < 0.001 (see online appendix B). Further-
more, there is a positive correlation between PCL and democracy quality,
suggesting that increases in PCL levels corresponds with increases in democ-
racy scores on both the V-Dem and FH measurements. Figure 1 below shows
the correlation between PCL and democracy levels.

Control variables

To test the robustness of our estimations, we also included measures of socioe-
conomic and institutional variables to control for systemic differences between
countries and regions. Our models acknowledge this because studies have
shown that socioeconomic variables like GDP per capita and inequality (GINI)
are strong determinants of democratic stability. We also included a measure of
public perception of corruption within state institutions, which has been associ-
atedwith lowered democracy ranking and diminished regime support and insti-
tutional trust (Mishler & Rose, 2007) Table 3.

Results

In our analysis of the effect of PCL on levels of democracy, both our hypoth-
eses are confirmed: PCL has a significant and positive effect on democracy
levels among European countries, and a greater effect in East Europe than
in West Europe. Table 4 below shows that a one percent increase in PCL cor-
responds to a 0.016 increase in the democracy level on the V-Dem (0–1) scale
and a 0.681 increase in the democracy level on the FH (0–100) scale. For V-
Dem, the effect holds with the introduction of control variables, reducing
the effect size slightly while maintaining a positive relationship between
PCL and democracy levels. Using the FH scale, the effect is larger but

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of V-Dem and Freedom House indices.
Obs Mean SD Min. Max.

V-Dem 260 .72 .20 .10 .90
Freedom House 260 88.34 16.49 20 100
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Figure 1. Correlation between PCL and mean democracy scores from V-Dem and
Freedom House datasets (2012–2021).
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becomes insignificant. We suspect that this is driven by a variation in PCL
effect between regions, which is the underlying assumption of our second
hypothesis.

To test H2, we interacted PCL with region to get an estimate of the differ-
ential effect of PCL on democratic growth. Table 5 confirms our expectations
that PCL effect is indeed larger for Eastern Europe than for Western Europe,
and that the effect is robust to the inclusion of control variables. A percentage
increase of PCL corresponds to an additional increase of the democracy level

Table 3. Descriptive statistics of control variables.
Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min. Max

GDP per capita (log) 260 10.18 0.82 7.66 11.54
GINI 260 31.13 3.91 24 39.90
Corruption 260 .20 .25 0 .89

Note: Descriptive statistics of control variables for each region is included in Online Appendix C.

Table 4. OLS regression analysis of the effect of PCL on democracy quality in Eastern
and Western Europe.

V-Dem Freedom House

VARIABLES (1) (2) (3) (4)

PCL 0.016*** 0.013*** 0.681*** 0.144
(0.002) (0.003) (0.128) (0.145)

Constant 0.225*** 0.601** 58.121*** 38.591**
(0.024) (0.226) (1.470) (12.798)

Controls ⨯ ✓ ⨯ ✓
Obs 260 260 260 260
R2 0.965 0.971 0.986 0.987

Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, + p < 0.1. Region denotes
Western Europe (0) and Eastern Europe (1). Full estimation including controls is in Appendix D. All
models are estimated using country and year fixed effects.

Table 5. OLS regression analysis of the effect of PCL on democracy quality with regional
interaction effects.

V-Dem Freedom House

VARIABLES (5) (6) (7) (8)

PCL 0.003*** −0.001** 0.139*** −0.250***
(0.000) (0.000) (0.023) (0.038)

Region −0.224*** −0.061* −21.830*** −13.243***
(0.049) (0.024) (4.326) (2.586)

PCL x Region 0.002 0.004* 0.578* 0.764***
(0.003) (0.002) (0.258) (0.155)

Constant 0.767*** 1.162*** 93.235*** 206.206***
(0.031) (0.207) (2.639) (22.937)

Controls O P O P
Observations 260 260 260 260
R-squared 0.430 0.886 0.335 0.845

Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, + p < 0.1. Region denotes
Western Europe (0) and Eastern Europe (1). Full estimation including controls is in Appendix D. All
models are estimated using year fixed effects.
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by .004 points on the V-Dem scale and .764 points on the FH scale higher in
Eastern Europe relative to Western Europe.

Figure 2 more clearly illustrates the regional difference of the effect of PCL
on democracy levels. Specifically, how higher PCL more substantially

Figure 2. Linear prediction of PCL effect on democracy quality in Eastern and Western
Europe (95% CI).
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increases democracy levels in Eastern relative to Western Europe – though
the marginal effect observed on the V-Dem scale is smaller compared to
the FH scale. This would suggest that Eastern European countries could
potentially match the democracy levels of Western European countries
given a high enough PCL.

Discussion and conclusions

In outline, the theoretical rationale for quantifying the Proportion of Cultural
Liberals (PCL) in a country was as follows. The democratic template most
often applied in contemporary Europe references some majoritarian and
overwhelmingly popular institutions such as elections. However, it also man-
dates a set of liberal institutions that are partly designed to check majoritarian
impulses: judicial independence, media independence, and the rights of
ethnic and sexual minorities. If one starts from the proposition that demo-
cratic institutions are only liable ‘to enjoy stability and longevity’ to the
extent that people identify with the norms embodied by them (Blokker,
2009, pp. 1–4), then liberal democracy really ought to hold up better
where a higher proportion of citizens are ‘cultural liberals’ in the exacting
sense that they are ready to uphold its anti-majoritarian elements. The stat-
istical analyses described above suggest that this intuition is basically correct.

This analysis reveals a positive and statistically significant relationship
between the proportion of cultural liberals in a given national population
and democracy levels across Europe. Furthermore, our results show differen-
tial effects of PCL on democracy levels, with Eastern Europe benefiting more
from increasing PCL than Western Europe. The effects are statistically signifi-
cant and robust to the introduction of control variables. This suggests that
this relationship is not merely an artefact of the different historical trajectories
of the Western and Post-Communist regions of Europe. These results allow for
some elaboration with respect to how cultural support bolsters liberal
democracy in general and how this impacts upon debates surrounding an
East–West divide in Europe.

Though our database covers only Europe, we consider it is very likely that
cultural liberals – understood in the exacting activist and anti-majoritarian
terms identified in this project – do not form an absolute majority in any
country. However, this does not mean they cannot triumph – especially in
the West after World War II, social movements in favour of causes such as
gender equality, civil rights, and environmental action have successfully
expanded ‘the democratic horizon’ (Brunkert et al., 2019) despite not enjoy-
ing the support of electoral majorities. Despite the gradual growth in support
across the West for these basic ideas, it remains an activist minority that effec-
tively guarantees the gains won by these movements in the face of opposi-
tion that often has the weight of majoritarian electoral support behind
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them. According to this model then, and in stark opposition to a political
science orthodoxy stressing the perils of polarization (after Sartori, 2005
[1976]), it is the culturally liberal ‘counter-public’ that both makes and
keeps liberal democracy ‘liberal’ in the ‘advanced democracies’ in our study
like Denmark, Germany and, to a lesser extent, the UK.8

Do our results suggest that the East–West democracy gap in the EU is
liable to continue widening? The answer for the short term is probably yes.
As partisans of the cultural-discursive school of democratization, we are
not surprised by the scale of democratic erosion recorded in the EU’s
Eastern member states. The considerable gap between the proportions of
cultural liberals in East and West in our data corresponds to Bohle and Gres-
kovits’ observation that while Western Europe’s democracies were built on a
core of mass political and civic engagement, Post-Communist democracies
were ‘born with a hollow core’ (Bohle & Greskovits, 2012, p. 239). This
effect was compounded by the superficial nature of the latter region’s demo-
cratization that was driven by the pragmatic responses of domestic govern-
ments to the rationalist ‘stick and carrot’mechanisms at the heart of the EU’s
conditionality processes. Liberal institutions are tending to lapse in the post-
EU Accession absence of external constraint because they were implemented
on the basis of elite calculation in the absence of wider societal support. This
unravelling process may have some years yet to run.

Yet all is not lost. An extension of this logic would stake the future of
democracy in the region on the emergence of liberal counter-publics
willing to directly confront illiberal nationalist and socially conservative
forces that shape the parameters of politics in the region (Dawson &
Hanley, 2016). Given that our data shows the positive effect of the growth
of cultural liberalism on improvements in democracy levels, we should take
heart from the increasing audibility and visibility of such movements. While
street-based mobilisations have taken place with increasing regularity
across the region since the early 2010s (Bieber & Brentin, 2018), Poland
deserves a special mention. The country continues to experience democratic
backsliding under the rule of the religious-right Law and Justice Party, but it is
also now notable for the vehemence and organization of its unbowed and
proudly feminist opposition (Gwiazda, 2021). Where the region’s liberals
once opted to accommodate rather than oppose illiberal and socially conser-
vative actors, a younger generation is not afraid to mobilize in a way that is
analogous in attitude if not yet in scale to the West German student protes-
ters of 1968.

Notes

1. The term ‘cultural liberalism’ (and other overlapping concepts) has already been
applied to European politics (Bornschier, 2010; Kriesi et al., 2012; Koopmans &
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Zurn, 2019). However, while this ‘new cleavages’ research is pioneering in its use
of survey instruments to model emerging political conflict structures under
conditions of democracy, its aim is generally not to gauge the health of
those democracies. Koopmans and Zurn, for example, explicitly disavow any
attempt to ‘moralise’, viewing normatively loaded scholarship as being part
of the political claims-making process (2019, pp. 3–4).

2. In the context of democratic backsliding in Central and Eastern Europe, for
example, leaders known for employing illiberal populist rhetoric declaring
various categories of person – say ‘homosexuals’, or ‘Communists’ – as
outside the national community have used the same anti-pluralist logic in pre-
senting ‘the idea of distorting the democratic playing field by stripping away
institutional checks and balances of constitutional liberalism thinkable, accep-
table, even necessary’ (Dawson & Hanley, 2019, p. 8). By this account, it is the
antipathy to pluralism that explains why a ratcheting up of exclusivist rhetoric
(referenced in items 1 and 2 on our scale) is so often accompanied by insti-
tutional power grabs (items 3,4,5), ultimately leading to democratic backsliding
in the form of ‘executive aggrandizement’ (Bermeo, 2016).

3. We reject ‘participation’ as it is itself usually a composite of individual items that
do not, we feel, improve upon ‘political interest’. Statistically speaking, the
alpha score and eigenvalue are also higher with the inclusion of ‘interest in poli-
tics’ (see online appendix A).

4. West German Liberal Democracy Index (LDI) score rose from 0.8 in 1968 to 0.82
by 1970 (V-Dem).

5. By this account, the gradual orientation of ‘mainstream publics’ away from illib-
eral opposition to anti-majoritarian liberal democratic norms (or ‘mass socialisa-
tion’) is conceptualized as the by-product of the activities of a committed (liberal)
counterpublic. It is for this reason that we opt to focus analytically on cultural lib-
erals only, rather than on the attitudes of national populations at large.

6. Full statements, descriptive statistics, and detailed coding process are included
in Online Appendix A.

7. For weighted distribution, see Table A3 in Online Appendix A. Our estimations
use unweighted calculation of PCL.

8. We accept that an application of this framework beyond European (and other
Western) contexts would not be straightforward. Further research would be
required to ascertain this point.

Data availability

An online appendix has been submitted along with this paper. Beyond that,
the raw data that support the findings of this study are available on request
from the corresponding author.
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