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„Stepping Back from the End of History: Post-Socialist States and Societies at the 20th Anniversary of the Fall of the Berlin Wall”
Summary 

This initiative will review the 20 years of history in the post-socialist space since the fall of the Berlin Wall from the perspective of state-society relations. Representatives from around the region will gather for two days to examine the reasons behind the emergence of divergent models of development for the CEE countries and for the post-Soviet states in the 1990s and to analyze the contemporary problems these societies face, including the rise of paternalistic conservatism in CEE, the rise of nationalism throughout the region, the stagnation of the post-Soviet region, the ambiguous outcomes of attempts at democratic breakthroughs in a handful of post-Soviet states, and, more broadly, the significant tasks that remain to be accomplished in reforming state-society relations on a fundamental level. Among the questions the seminar will address is whether the present-day difficulties derive from the common communist past, or whether they have emerged in the new, post-communist political environment, or some combination of the two. Answering this question will contribute to our understanding of the chances for a “converging future”, as well as a clearer understanding of the extent to which the experiences in the region can still be fruitfully shared.

Background/context of this initiative

The fall of the Berlin Wall not only marked the collapse of communism in the countries of Central and East Europe (CEE), but also contributed to the fall of the Soviet Union itself. Therefore, this event has been perceived as a boundary, after which the political process in the states of the former Warsaw Pact would develop into liberal-democratic societies and states. Moreover, the fall of the Berlin Wall became a symbol of the end of a world order based on stark dividing lines.

However, the dreams of a “common European house” and a Europe from La Manche to Vladivostok did not come true. In the 1990s, the countries of CEE seemed to differ greatly from the post-Soviet states. The former headed towards integration into Euro-Atlantic structures. The logic of their transitions was oriented to the purposes and the instructions promulgated by membership in the European Union and NATO. In the states of the former USSR, post-Soviet capitalism arose in the context of shifted authoritarianism. This model is based on the concentration of authority and property in hands of a narrow layer of elites, on the rent-seeking character of power, on imitation of democratic institutes and procedures. This public and political order has emerged as a rather stable structure, and for the citizens of the former Soviet Union, Europe has appeared an unattainable dream, both in terms of political and economic integration, and in terms of the reorganization of the internal order along European lines.

But even for those states that did not seek membership in NATO and the EU, the eastward enlargement of these institutions became a new reference point for their own transformations. The idea of Europe has become a powerful factor of consolidation for those forces that support a decisive ‘European’ turn in the post-Soviet states. The combination of these attitudes with growing internal demand for changing an existing post-Soviet order seen as socially unjust gave impetus to the “color revolution” of 2003-2005. However, even these important political events could not undermine stability of the underlying post-Soviet social and economic systems in these countries. Europe turned out to be an unattainable dream, both as a prospect of political integration and as and a standard for internal reform.

The entry of many states in CEE into the EU in 2004-7, meanwhile, was not the end of the story. Rather, EU membership has given rise to a qualitatively new situation, in which the new European states are faced with necessity for almost the first time of setting of their own agenda (albeit in an EU context). While politics prior to membership in the EU was dominated by technocratic competition regarding the speed of negotiations and adoption of the acquis communitaire, after membership many of the underlying political, social, economic and historical issues that were buried for 15 or more years have come back to the surface. At the same time, the social situation has been complicated by labor migration to Western Europe, which has affected some of the most active and professional groups of the population. Optimization of the economy and liquidation of the last rudiments of socialism in the social sphere promoted growth of public discontent. One result of these changes may have been the rise of conservative, nationalist moods in society and the spike in support for right-wing, populist forces that position themselves as Euro-skeptics. 

While numerous conferences, workshops, books and other projects around the world are examining various aspects of the 20th anniversary of the fall of the Berlin Wall, one fundamental question that runs through all of the phenomena described above remains relatively unexplored: To what extent have the changes that occurred since 1989 – including the initial ‘democratizing’ revolutions, the process of EU accession, the ‘colored revolutions’ and all of the other gradual processes and sudden upheavals – altered the fundamental relationship between states and societies in the post-socialist space. Rather than focusing on economic output, the creation and functioning of formal institutions or the dynamics of European integration, this project will focus on the ways in which states and societies interact. Through this focus, it will explore the ways in which the countries of the region have begun to differ, the ways in which they continue to be alike, and the extent to which the new dividing line that has emerged since 1989 – i.e., the line between those countries that have joined or will join the EU and those that will not – has any real meaning for the citizens of states.

Target audience/beneficiaries of this initiative

Experts in political, economic and social sciences, policymakers and public officials, scholars and educators, journalists. The beneficiaries of the project are the same, as well as the interested general public.

Activities proposed within this initiative 

The seminar will be in Prague in February 2010 and will be divided into two phases – one per day – roughly corresponding to the distinction in political science made between ‘structure’ and ‘agency’ as the two categories of factors that define and determine the development of a state.

Thus, on Day 1, we will focus broadly on ‘structure’, or the institutional, historical, cultural and other ‘immutable’ elements of a country that affect and are affected by its development. Discussion will include the following issues:

- Social, economic, cultural, political preconditions of transition in the countries of the CEE and on the post-Soviet space: common and different;

- National political traditions vs the European model: the countries of CEE before the elections in the 1990s;

- The emergence of post-Soviet capitalism: historical conditionality or the result of adverse coincidence of circumstances;

- Comparison of contemporary social, economic and political problems in the countries of CEE and the post-Soviet space: influence of the general past as the base for rapprochement in the future;

- The role of the USA and the EU in economic and democratic transformations in the countries of CEE and in the post-Soviet space in 1990s.

On Day 2, we will focus broadly on ‘agency’, or the ways in which people and their decisions have altered the development of countries and been altered by it. Discussion will include the following issues:

- The factor of Europe in the “Color revolutions”: rational choice or the creation of a new myth;

- Why “Color revolutions” have not led to the transition of the post-Soviet countries to the European model of development;

- The post-Soviet countries at a new crossroads: between the European dream and a reality of stagnation;

- The countries of CEE in the European reality: what is the new agenda;

- The rise of Euro-skepticism and conservative nationalism in the new EU countries: a temporary sickness or long-term disease.

- Ruling elites in CEE and in the post-Soviet space: winners and what they win.

Outcomes of the activities expected in immediate/short-term

It is intended to publish the presentations of participants and an abridged summary of discussion on the website of the Carnegie Moscow Center and other institutions of the EE: PBBP network. Organizers also plan to prepare for the media a short summary with key conclusions and with an outline of the most significant points of view representing the different approaches. This document will also formulate key recommendations for policymakers and public opinion leaders.    

Results following outcomes of the activities expected in medium and long-term 

Seminar may give an impetus for a further international discussion in CEE and post-Soviet countries and contribute to cooperation between research and analytical institutions in it. It also will help to shape the new agenda for further debate and policy in these countries.

Anticipated impact/change locally from this initiative

The aim is to initiate comparative research on the post-socialist transformations and discussions on issue of state-society relations in different countries. It is important that these discussions to contain comparative approaches.

Anticipated impact/change internationally from this initiative

The goal is to give an impetus for the development of cooperation between the researchers, experts and analysts from the different countries of Eastern Europe and the post-Soviet space involved in various aspects of the post-socialist transformations.   

Methodology and indicators to measure outcomes, results and anticipated impact 

The most precise indicator of the results of the seminar will be to observe the number publications or articles written by its participants, their media interviews, statements in other discussions on this issue, and their future research on post-communist transformations.  

Monitoring of outcomes, results and anticipated impact

The institutes that take part in organizing of the seminar during the ensuing six months will prepare for the EE: PBBP digests of relevant publications and of new initiatives linked to the participants of the seminar.  

Working language: English

Participation

2 experts from Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Moldova, Poland, Romania, Ukraine, Hungary, Bulgaria and Slovakia will be invited in addition to experts from Russia and the Czech Republic.
