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Abstract

We investigate the role that new communication technologies play in the fall of

autocratic regimes. For this, we use a unique setting: the distribution of photocopy

machines, the Xerox program, in communist Hungary. The photocopy machines were

seen as a transformative technology, similar to the expansion and impact of the Guten-

berg press. We use newly digitized data on machine allocation between 1985 and 1989

and show that areas with machines are more likely to support democratic values, par-

ticipate in elections, and establish more entrepreneurial activity in the short and long

run. Moreover, we show that adjacent areas are also affected. Our results suggest that

new communication technologies help overthrow autocracies by promoting democratic

values even when political competition is limited and traditional media is censored.

Keywords: autocracy, democracy, elections, political parties, media, communication

technologies

JEL codes: O17, O33, P26, P48, D72, D73, D74
∗We thank the Istvan Rev and Zsuzsa Zadori at the Open Society Archives for providing archival material. The Hungarian

historian Laszlo Hubai and Gyozo Gyongyosi for sharing their election data with us. We also benefited from conversations with
Andras Bozoki, Gabor Bekes, Laszlo Bruszt, Davide Cantoni, Endre Danyi, Jeremiah Dittmar, Zsolt Enyedi, Miklos Koren,
Andras Mink, Bela Nove, Attila Ratfai, Gabor Toka, Adam Szeidl, and Andrea Weber.

1


