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Transition & progress

Andrey Bely 
Prize

sn’t it time to question the use of postsocial-
ism as a category? The dividing line between 
the former Eastern European countries and 
Western European countries is less sharp 

now, and still in a state of flux. Isn’t the European 
future one of interaction and mutual influence: 
sharing and shaping?

Maybe post-postsocialism is a more appropri-
ate concept. The transition from communism 
may be a shared experience, but a generation 
afterwards the situation is not the same as it was. 
Kristian Petrov discusses, in a peer-reviewed es-
say in this issue, the concept of transition — how 
it was used in the 1990s and 2000s — and con-
trasts it with its use in communist ideology. He 
states that the “reconstruction of the dialectics 
between communist and postcommunist transi-
tology indicates and responds to a need for his-
torical reflexivity”. He shows that the historical 
transitions in both cases, however unique each 
has been, appeared “asymmetrical, irreversible, 
and unconditionally progressive”.

In Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia an ex-
tended transition period is taking place,  moni-
tored and orchestrated by the European Council. 
Democratization is imposed from the outside, 
Anders Nordström notes, in a peer-reviewed 
essay where he discusses and compares the pro-
cesses evoked. 

Transition indicates going from one state to 
another, though this need not imply an “im-
provement” or evolutionary development of any 
kind. Yet there will always be a past, if only as 
a relic. The question is the extent to which this 
relic can weigh on the present and future. Is the 
legacy of the roaring bear inescapable? 

In a lecture by Alena Ledeneva, the suggestion is 
made that the only functioning system for trans-
actions in the Soviet Union was in fact blat, the 
system of corruption and tacit agreement and 
alliances among all parties involved in a given 
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transaction. She talks about the “knowing smile” 
that was a shared signal for those in the system. 
One may even talk about blat as the system, she 
argues. The marks and traces from this system 
in contemporary Russia are obvious. Thus arises 
the supposition that some transitions do indeed 
follow the First Law of Thermodynamics: Noth-
ing ever simply disappears, it only changes form.

The vexed faith of Ukraine and its ties to the 
Soviet Union are shown in a perhaps unexpected 
way in another peer-reviewed essay in this issue. 
Johanna Lindbladh analyzes witness testimonies 
and collective memories from the literature of 
the Chernobyl catastrophe. The belief in technol-
ogy was fundamental in Soviet culture. When 
the nuclear reactor exploded and harvested 
souls and spread illness throughout a vast area, 
over the course of many years, an image of the 
collapse of the Soviet Union was thereby cre-
ated, she contends: the apocalypse of a decrepit 
regime. Technology could no longer symbolize 
achievements to be proud of, whatever the costs 
be. What is shown is rather that it all was a myth, 
and the suffering endured thus in vain; techno-
logical progress did not create a better life for 
man on this earth, it ended rather as an under-
world inferno.

Recent events in Ukraine are addressed in two 
commentaries. In the midst of the turmoil, the 
future is of course uncertain. Twenty-five years 
after the fall of the Wall, we also look towards the 
past, in an insightful interview with GDR expert 
Mary Fulbrook.

Lastly, I would like to bring up one obvious 
change. Baltic Worlds will now be published in a 
new format. We hope you find it more practical, 
easier to take with you and read wherever you 
are, and easier to collect and archive. New form, 
but the same solid content! ≈

Ninna Mörner

Irina Sandomir-
skaia, professor of 
cultural studies at 
CBEES, Södertörn 
University, was 

awarded the most prestigious 
Russian prize for literary scholar-
ship, the 2013 Andrey Bely Prize. 
Her book Blokada v slove: o 
cherkikriticheskoiteoriii biopolitikii-
azyka (Besiegement in Language: 
Essays in the Critical Theory and 
Biopolitics of Language) investi-
gates the stakes of language pro-
duction in the absence of political 
and societal freedom. 

The Andrei Bely Prize is an 
independent literary prize, estab-
lished in 1978. Materially, the prize 
consists of an apple, a single ruble, 
and a bottle of vodka. 

The prize ceremony speech is 
available at BW’s website.

In the next issue of Baltic 
Worlds a special section will be 
dedicated to the study of Russian 
cultural practices and questions 
of modernization. Peer-reviewed 
essays will deal with modern 
national culture, how its very idea, 
traditions and ideological funda-
ments are changing in a post-
imperial society under constant 
demand and pressure to reform. 

The guest editor will be Sanna 
Turoma from the Aleksanteri 
Institute, Finland. 

It will appear in mid-September.

What you read in the footers is the voice of the editor. Not that of the authors.
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by Johanna Lindbladh

Chernobyl as  

the Beginning 
of the End  
of the Soviet Union

ommunism equals Soviet power plus electrification of 
the entire country.” This was Lenin’s famous slogan, 
which referred to his plan to provide all of Russia with 
electricity. The so-called Goelro Plan was born in a land 

devastated by war, economic crisis, and starvation. It was present-
ed by Lenin at the 8th Congress of Soviets, which took place in the 
unheated, scantly illuminated auditorium of the Bolshoi Theater 
in December 1920. When the half-starved and freezing delegates 
to the Congress had become acquainted with Lenin’s exciting and 
daring ideas, they unanimously approved the electrification plan.

Sixty-six years later, on April 26, 1986, the most extensive nucle-
ar disaster the world had ever known struck the Soviet Union, this 
time an accident so devastating that it was impossible to conceal it 
from the world or from the Soviet people.1 As a result of the explo-
sion in reactor four at the Chernobyl plant in Ukraine, one of the 
main technological methods of electrification had proved to be fal-
lible, and five years later, the communist ideology plus the whole 
of the Soviet Union had collapsed.

One year before the collapse, Paul R. Josephson, an American 
historian, specializing in the history of Soviet physics, observed 
that the inherently technicist nature of the Soviet system still re-
mained a major force in the contemporary Soviet Union: “Atomic 
and space culture, which were built on forty years of achieve-
ments, are so deeply rooted in popular and scientific perceptions 
of Soviet leadership in space exploration and nuclear physics that 
it will take more than Chernobyl to shake this fact.”2 Although the 
Soviet Union, only a year after Josephson’s article was published, 
did collapse, Josephson is able to confirm his earlier statement in 
an article from 2003 dealing with nuclear politics in Putin’s Russia. 
Unfortunately, Josephson writes, the technological hubris from 
the Soviet era still is dominant in Russia. One example of this is 
the revitalized nuclear program offered by the Ministry of Atomic 
Energy (MinAtom), which promises to build no fewer than 40 reac-
tors before 2020.3 Today, more than 20 years after the collapse of 
the Soviet Union, this alliance between advanced engineering and 
state power is tragically illustrated in Putin’s Olympic games in 
Sochi 2014, when the whole world was able to observe Putin’s un-

scrupulous exploitation of the small man and the subtropical land-
scape in the Sochi region, taking his own powers for granted irre-
spective of moral, environmental, and economical consequences.

Katerina Clark supports  Josephson’s view that Soviet ideol-
ogy was founded on a belief in technology’s great potential, which 
was supposed to lead to a “total transformation of man and his 
environment”, and that this perception was “so intensified that it 
became the measure of advance toward communism”.4 This ob-
session with technology characterized not only the new power the 
Bolsheviks had after the October Revolution in 1917, but also their 
forerunners, namely the radical revolutionaries at the end of the 
19th century, convinced of the need to destroy the old worldview 
in order to establish a new one. It is also important to note that the 
radical movement in Russia at the beginning of the 20th century 
went hand in hand with the Russian avant-garde movement, and 
that literature, art, ideology, and technology were tightly inter-
twined, and primarily focused on the potential of the new technol-
ogy to deconstruct the old world order, its bourgeois language, 
culture and ideology, thereby paving the way for the “brave new 
world”.

In their book, entitled The New Soviet Man, Herschel and Edith 
Alt describe this pre-revolutionary, Marxist-Leninist intelligen-
tsia’s image of the “new man”:

They saw him as a man of steel, the builder who over-
comes all obstacles, practicing the self-denial of a saint 
but also the ruthlessness of a soldier in battle; one who 
unquestioningly follows the leader and fulfils the ex-
pectations set for him by higher authority. He must be 
at one and the same time a “superman” and an “orga-
nization” man.5

Given the fact that the Marxist-Leninist ideology had confidence 
in technology’s potential to create a communist paradise on 
earth, technology and the rational scientific method acquired a 

4 peer-reviewed essay



Abandoned building in the city of Pripyat, Chernobyl, 2009.

Laborers work on construction of the Soviet Union’s Chernobyl nuclear power plant on July 1, 1975.
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fundamental importance in the creation of the new Soviet man. 
The Soviet biologist Trofim Lysenko, director of the Institute of 
Genetics within the Soviet Union’s Academy of Sciences under 
Stalin, claimed: “In our Soviet Union people are not born. What 
are born are organisms. We turn them into people — tractor driv-
ers, engi    ne drivers, academicians, scholars, and so forth”.6 Thus, 
the scientific method and technology were not regarded solely as 
a means of increasing people’s standard of living, but viewed as a 
fundamental device for creating the morally and ideologically per-
fect human being — the Homo Sovieticus, a product of the Marxist-
Leninist laboratory.

Nuclear science was considered, along with the space program, 
to be the most important ideological symbol of the communist 
utopia. It not only was capable of defending the nation in a po-
tential war against capitalistic countries, but also was an energy 
source with the potential to fulfill Lenin’s dream of electrifying the 
whole country. The Soviet authorities were not slow to recognize 
the inherent symbolic value of this technology, capable of produc-
ing heat and light. Lenin’s slogan thus soon became a metaphor 
for the enlightenment that would be spread throughout the coun-
try thanks to communism and electrification.

 In his book  Red Atom, Josephson describes the particularly 
important role that nuclear technology played in the formation of 
the Soviet ideology under Khrushchev. In his desire to avoid Sta-
lin’s relentless type of leadership, intimately connected with fear, 
destruction, and terror, it was crucial for him to connect his own 
leadership with modern technology, in particular with nuclear 
power, peace, and an optimistic faith in the future: “Nuclear tech-
nology was at the center of visions of a radiant communist future 
born during the Khrushchev era”.7

It was also during the Khrushchev era that a new aspect of 
the nuclear atom was promoted, namely its “peaceful use”, its 

potential to produce energy, not a bomb. In her book Plutopia: 
Nuclear Families, Atomic Cities, and the Great Soviet and American 
Plutonium Disasters, Kate Brown describes the construction of the 
world’s first “civilian” reactor in the Soviet Union in terms of Igor 
Kurchatov’s “pet project”, leading to an emphasis on the Soviet 
“peaceful atom” (mirnyi atom).8 One example of the propagandis-
tic use of this concept is the Soviet slogan “The peaceful atom in 
every home” (Mirnyi atom v kazhdyi dom), referring to the miracle 
that would bring light to Lenin’s little lamp (Lampochka Ilicha),9 il-
luminating the communist ABC book lying on every table in every 
cottage across the entire Soviet countryside, enlightening the Sovi-
et people, finally turning them into New Soviet men and women.10

The question is: What happened to this ideologically loaded 
myth of the peaceful atom when reactor four at the Chernobyl 
plant turned out to be a threat to the lives and health of the sur-
rounding population? A common standpoint, often put forward by 
Soviet and post-Soviet scientists, intellectuals, witnesses, authors, 
film directors, and politicians, is that the Chernobyl catastrophe 
became a harbinger of the upcoming fall of the Soviet Union. One 
example is the biologist and dissident author Zhores Medvedev, 
who in the forward to his book The Legacy of Chernobyl writes:
We have known so little about accidents in communist countries 
because in the past even trivial problems were kept secret. [...] 
And true glasnost began to emerge gradually after the Chernobyl 
accident.11

Another example is Alla Iaroshinskaia, who during Gorbachev’s 
glasnost worked as a journalist. When the newspaper she had 
been working for banned outspoken reporting on Chernobyl, 
Iaroshinskaia became a dissident author, traveling secretly into 
radiation-contaminated areas. In her book, published in 1992, 
entitled Chernobyl: The Forbidden Truth, she is among the first to 
reveal top-secret reports of the Politburo of the Central Commit-
tee. During the first meeting of the Central Committee addressing 
the Chernobyl catastrophe, the highly important topic “kak davat’ 

Illustrations from Tekhnika Molodezhi, a Soviet magazine for youth that has been published since 1933. Its futuristic art melded science fiction and 
technological progress.

The myth of the peaceful atom was also about a man-made utopia. Man overcoming God.
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informatsiu” [how to distribute information] was discussed.12

Yet another example is Vladimir Gubarev, the chief editor 
of Pravda at the time of the catastrophe, who has written both 
testimonies and fictions depicting Chernobyl. In his drama The 
Sarcophagus (1987), Gubarev blames the accident on the Soviet sys-
tem, a system in which people were incapable of making indepen-
dent decisions. The character called “Bessmertny” (the immortal) 
says to the “Physicist”: “Who switched it [the emergency safety 
system] off? The system switched it off. The system which sees to 
it that nobody takes responsibility.”13 According to Gubarev, these 
and other negative aspects of the Soviet system were brutally un-
covered in connection with the catastrophe, and it was therefore 
no longer possible to conceal them from the people.

The next question is:  What technique do the authors use in 
order to represent Chernobyl as the major catalyst in relation to 
the fall of the Soviet Union? One recurrent strategy in the Soviet 
remembrance of Chernobyl is to invert the former positive con-
notations of nuclear power, symbolizing peace and the resurrec-
tion of a future, communist paradise, not seldom substantialized 
in Soviet, utopian nuclear cities.14 Instead of representing peace 
and a communist utopia, these authors transform the atom or the 
nuclear city into its opposite: an apocalyptic threat towards this 
very utopia, causing hardships for the people living close to the 
Chernobyl plant, similar to those experienced during a war. In 
a step that follows, this inversion of the peaceful atom becomes 
a most important device for highlighting the need for a political 
awakening in the Soviet Union during the five-year period between 
1986 and 1991.

Before I come to the main analysis of this article, in which I 
interpret the way in which the nuclear town Pripyat is depicted in 
Liubov Sirota’s novel The Pripyat Syndrome (Pripiatskii sindrom), 
and then conduct a brief study of contemporary online discus-
sions, focusing on the toponymy and architecture of Pripyat be-
fore and after the catastrophe, I will take a brief look at post-Soviet 
culture today, in which it is very clear that the former connota-
tions of the peaceful atom mentioned above have been inverted 
and turned into their binary opposite. One very clear example of 
this is the Russian contemporary artist Nikolai Kopeikin’s satiric 
picture Mirnyi atom [The peaceful atom], depicting a furious car-
toon atom, standing on top of a globe with a dead dove of peace 
at his feet on the right-hand side, and three smoking reactors on 
his left, as he desperately waves an olive branch in his right hand. 
The whole picture cries out with the question: Could this really be 
called peace?! No! Ergo — the Soviet propaganda was a lie!

Another example shows the way in which the Soviet slogan 
“The peaceful atom in every home” has been used recently in 
order to represent the opposite message, thereby constituting 
one of the most prominent slogans against nuclear energy. When 
repeated, for example, on motivators depicting the sarcophagus 
built over the collapsed reactor, or in slogans with the word “Cher-
nobyl” added: “Chernobyl — The peaceful atom in every home”, it 
is crystal clear that its former Soviet content has been inverted, re-
ferring not so much to Lenin’s utopian electrification plan as to the 
radiation spreading over the whole country after the Chernobyl 
catastrophe. Actually, it is enough just to repeat the slogan with-
out any additional information, thus relying merely on the ironic 
effects produced against the background of the Soviet collective 
memory of Chernobyl. Printed on T-shirts, for example, criticizing 
nuclear energy, the slogan becomes an unequivocal ironic state-
ment in relation to its former Soviet message.

There is yet another dimension relating to the questioning of 
technology and the supremacy of the Soviet man after Chernobyl, 
namely the fact that anti-nuclear activism, during the late Soviet 
era, was used as a tool by Soviet republics for expressing their 
independence from Russia and the Soviet Union. In her book Eco-
Nationalism: Anti-nuclear Activism and National Identity in Russia, 
Lithuania, and Ukraine, Jane I. Dawson describes this phenom-
enon in terms of “eco-nationalism”, which emerged in several 
regions within the Soviet Union after Chernobyl and Gorbachev’s 
reform program. Dawson comes to the conclusion that while this 
linkage between anti-nuclear activism and nationalism is very 
strong in, for example, Lithuania, it is weak in Ukraine and almost 
absent in Russia, something which she explains by the fact that 
Russia and Moscow constituted the center of power during the 
Soviet era: “In contrast to the other republics, however, activists 
were unable to translate this anti-Moscow feeling into a pro-Russia 
movement”.15

Notwithstanding the weakness or even absence of nationalistic 
traits within the Ukrainian and Russian anti-nuclear movement, 
it is still possible to associate both the Russian and Ukrainian 
Chernobyl experience with a strong anti-Moscow/anti-Soviet feel-
ing. When Dawson states: “The poorly constructed and operated 
nuclear power stations were obvious symbols of Moscow’s disre-
gard for the welfare of its member nations”,16 this is highly relevant 
in relation to both Ukraine and Russia, given the centralized Soviet 
power’s disregard for the welfare of all the individuals living in 
these nations, including Russia and Ukraine.

One frequently used symbol in the Soviet and post-Soviet 
memory of the Chernobyl catastrophe is that of the Revelation of 
St John, the last book in the Christian New Testament, and its de-
piction of Wormwood, the star named after the plant with a bitter 
taste, that falls down to earth, poisoning the rivers and pointing 
towards the approaching Apocalypse.17 One reason why this bibli-
cal motif occupies such a central position in the Slavic literature on 
Chernobyl is related to the star’s name in the Bible, and its connec-
tions with the wormwood plant. Actually, an Artemisia plant very 
closely related to wormwood (polyn gorkaia) — mugwort (polyn 
obyknovennaia) — is, in Russian/Belarusian, and also in Ukrainian, 
also called Chernobylnik or chornobyl.

“�Nuclear science was 
considered, along with 
the space program, to 
be the most important 
ideological symbol of 
the communist utopia.”

peer-reviewed essay



8

These etymological bonds between Chernobyl and the Worm-
wood star have contributed to the fact that the Chernobyl catastro-
phe has been so closely associated with Saint John’s apocalypse in 
the Soviet collective memory. It is almost as if the star in the Rus-
sian translation of the Bible was not called Wormwood (Polyn), but 
Chernobyl (Chernobylnik/Chornobyl ).18

One of the first to use Saint John’s apocalyptic revelation in 
her interpretation of the Chernobyl catastrophe was the Russian 
émigrée author Julia Voznesenskaia, who, not in the Soviet Union 
but in New York, published her novel The Star Chernobyl (Zvezda 
Chernobyl) in 1987. The title of course refers to the star Wormwood 
(Zvezda Polyn), while the eschatological dimensions are projected 
onto the fatal decline of the Soviet people’s trust in the Soviet 
system after Chernobyl. The plot of the book revolves around 
the lives of three sisters, among whom the eldest (a responsible 
Party member) is searching for her youngest sister, who is living 
in Pripyat at the time of the catastrophe. When the corrupt sys-
tem withholds the truth from her, she gradually loses faith in the 
whole Soviet system. Eventually the Chernobyl experience and the 
desperate search for her sister lead her to a political truth: Irina 
becomes a dissident and returns her Party card. The Chernobyl ca-
tastrophe, in other words, is interpreted as an apocalyptic sign of 
the collapse of the Soviet Union, which actually became the truth 
four years after the book was published.

Aside from the etymological  explanation of why Chernobyl 
has been interpreted in relation to the final apocalypse, the de-
scription of Russian culture by two semioticians, Iurii Lotman and 
Boris Uspenskii, as a binary structure that winds its way through 
history by inverting “the existing system of relationships, changing 
pluses into minuses”, helps to explain this frequent use of apoca-
lypse in the Soviet and post-Soviet description of Chernobyl.19 The 
two semioticians explain this duality of the Russian consciousness 
by referring to the fact that, contrary to the Western church, the 
Russian Orthodox Church does not include purgatory, and that 
this absence of a third, neutral zone between Paradise and Hell 
has contributed to a historical development within Russian culture 
distinguished by radical, binary changes — changing from “plus” 
into “minus” — instead of the successive development distinctive 
of Western countries. This binary structure can explain the fact 
that Russian culture is often described as apocalyptic, moving 
from one extreme pole — a paradisiacal utopia — into another — an 
infernal apocalypse. 20

One of the most obvious, apocalyptic outcomes of Chernobyl 
is what happened to the nuclear town of Pripyat located in the 
so-called “exclusion zone” (zona otchuzhdenia), which was estab-
lished around the plant covering an area of 30 kilometers. The 
town is situated only 3 kilometers from the plant and at the time of 
the accident had nearly fifty thousand residents, mostly workers 
at the plant (energetiki) and their families. The binary structure of 
before and after the apocalypse becomes even clearer, because of 
the fact that this young town, only 16 years old at the time of the 
evacuation, was perceived before the catastrophe as an outstand-
ing symbol of youth, modern technology, hard work, and happy 

family life in the name of communism, often depicted with its 
many mothers, pushing their prams along the straight lanes sur-
rounded by beautiful flowerbeds. This paradisiacal nuclear city fits 
very well into what Kate Brown refers to as a “plutopia”, and when 
Pripyat was evacuated 36 hours after the catastrophe, it suddenly 
transformed into an apocalyptic ghost town; the binary opposite 
of the former, communist paradise.21

Another explanation as to why this eschatological theme is so 
deeply rooted in the Soviet collective memory of Chernobyl is 
related to the fact that the catastrophe was interpreted as God’s 
and nature’s revenge for mankind’s hubris in general, and Soviet 
power’s intention to electrify the whole country in the name 
of communism in particular. In fact, one wonders whether the 
memory of Pripyat may eventually evolve into a myth, comparable 
to the myth of St Petersburg, associated with Peter the Great’s hu-
bristic project of building a new city — “a window towards Europe” 
at the beginning of the 18th century, therewith transforming a more 
or less medieval, orthodox Russia into a rational, Westernized 
world power. During the first decades of the 19th century, that is, 
more than a hundred years after the birth of St Petersburg, this 
myth was already taking form in Russian literature, beginning 
with Aleksandr Pushkin’s poem The Bronze Horseman, written in 
1833. The title refers to the bronze statue of Peter the Great, raised 
on the initiative of Catherine the Great in 1784. The poem is partly 
inspired by the flood that took place in St Petersburg in 1824, de-
picted by Pushkin as nature’s and God’s revenge on Peter the Great 
and human hubris.

The parallels between  St Petersburg and Pripyat become 
even more striking when we consider the fact that the symbol of 
the town of Pripyat was Prometheus, the Greek Titan who stole 
fire from Zeus and brought it to man. This was an unambiguous 
symbol of human hubris — to use technology to create paradise on 
earth. Before the accident, a heroic statue, depicting Prometheus, 
holding the powerful torch above his head, stood outside the 
Kinoteatr Prometei [Prometheus Cinema] in Pripyat. After the ca-
tastrophe, the statue of Prometheus was removed from the ghost 
town with the intention of preserving the monument, and today 
it stands at the memorial square in front of the main administra-
tive building of the Chernobyl plant, right next to the memorial 
plaques, listing the dead liquidators and workers at the plant. 
The new position of this former symbol of human power and 
technology — in Pripyat used as a symbol for nuclear energy and 
communism’s eternal strength — converts it into its opposite: a 
tragic reminder of the shortcomings of modern technology, and a 

“�One of the most 
obvious, apocalyptical 
outcomes of Chernobyl 
is what happened to  
the nuclear town  
of Pripyat.”
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punishment for mankind’s hubris. Another example of this kind 
of inversion of former symbols is made by the Ukrainian-American 
author Mary Mycio who, during one of her visits to the dead city 
of Pripyat, observes a Soviet sculpture of the Chernobyl plant, in 
which Lenin’s light metaphor has lost all its former power, provok-
ing instead associations with the apocalyptic star, Wormwood:

The Soviet-era sign read: “V. I. Lenin Chernobyl 
Atomic Energy Station”, but I was stumped as to the 
monument’s possible meaning. “It’s a torch,” Rimma 
explained. “It symbolizes the light that the Chernobyl 
plant produced.” The Wormwood star also blazed like 
a torch, I recalled, although biblical symbolism doesn’t 
get you far in understanding how the disaster hap-
pened.22

On the website Pripyat.com, one of the organizers, Aleksandr Siro-
ta, a former Pripyat resident and the son of the poet and novelist 
Liubov Sirota, whose novel I shall introduce below, does his best 
to promote this eschatological myth by distributing statuettes of 
Prometheus under the slogan Simvol goroda Pripiati [The symbol 
of the town of Pripyat]. The statuettes cost 27 dollars each, but for 
orders of more than 10 pieces, a considerable discount is offered.23 
Unlike the bronze statue of Peter the Great, this statuette is made 
of plastic, but you can choose between bronze and copper color, 
recalling both the actual statue of Peter the Great, still standing at 
the Senate Square in St. Petersburg, and the literal title of Push-
kin’s poem Mednyi vsadnik [literally: The Copper Horseman].

Considering that only 27 years have passed since the catastro-
phe, it is too early to decide whether the town of Pripyat will de-
velop into a myth comparative to that of St Petersburg, but clearly 
it has the qualifications needed. One reason is that the town’s 
binary structure between the past and present, paradise and hell, 
high technology and wild nature, human hubris and apocalyptic 
punishment, brings to mind the binary structure that is also at the 
heart of the St Petersburg myth, when the town in Pushkin’s poem 
was imagined both as a proud chapter in the Russian history — 
“Metropolis of Peter, stand/Steadfast as Russia, stand in splendor!” 
— and as the victim of the flood of the Neva that raged against the 
antichrist Peter and his rational project.24 The two “hubris towns” 
were, in other words, both haunted by a real 
catastrophe, and, in both cases, became the sub-
ject of apocalyptic interpretation by Orthodox 
believers in Russia. According to the Old Believ-
ers’ doctrine of Moscow as the “Third Rome”, 
Peter’s nomination of St Petersburg as the capital 
of the Russian Empire would bring about the end 
of the world.25 In fact, a similar argumentation 
has taken place in the wake of Chernobyl, and in 
her book Wormwood Forest, Mycio mentions one 
extreme measure to which this parallel between 
Chernobyl and Saint John’s revelation has led:

Chernobyl’s putative apocalyptic 
connection became so widespread, 

combining fears of radiation with apocalyptic dread, 
that the state-controlled Soviet media took the highly 
unusual step of running interviews with leaders of the 
Russian Orthodox Church to debunk it, largely by argu-
ing that no man could know when the end of time was 
near.26

However, the only end provoked by Chernobyl, according to My-
cio, is the collapse of the Soviet Union.27

Another reason why  Pripyat has the qualifications needed in 
order to develop into a myth is that, just like the city of Petersburg, 
it has become the battlefield for different political standpoints in 
contemporary post-Soviet society. Sarah D. Phillips draws atten-
tion to an interesting fight between state and private tour firms 
over Chernobyl, a fight that finally resulted in a state monopoly 
that “began with a series of strict rules imposed on tourists and 
private tour operators, and culminated in a legal challenge by 
the General Prosecutor and a temporary ban on all Chernobyl 
tourism”.28 The reason for this conflict is not only profit, Phillips 
claims, but also narratives, a claim which she substantiates with 
reference to the former liquidator Sergei Mirnyi, who started his 
company Chernobyl Tour in order to provide tourists with “life-
changing” experiences. While the state tour focuses exclusively on 
Chernobyl’s negatives, Mirnyi’s company tries to present some of 
Chernobyl’s positive dimensions: the disaster sped up the down-
fall of the authoritarian Soviet regime, and the nuclear power 
industry came under much needed, increased scrutiny, among 
other things.29 Aleksandr Sirota, of Pripyat.com, also is taking up 
the fight against the state, underlining the need to defend the ex-
clusion zone from both oblivion and exploitation. He has started a 
group at Pripyat.com insisting that the town will be re-opened for 
human habitation in the future. Phillips compares Sirota’s and his 
counterparts’ relationship to the dead city of Pripyat to the destiny 
of Snow White:

“Their” Pripyat is branded as a sort of post-Chernobyl 
Snow White: a poisoned and abandoned, but still 
young city that is not dead, but merely sleeping, and 
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needs looking after 
until it is ready to re-
awaken.30

An important text describing 
people’s experiences in Pripyat 
after the Chernobyl catastro-
phe was written by Alexandr 
Sirota’s mother, the poet and 
novelist Liubov Sirota. At the 
time of the catastrophe, she 
was a single mother living in 
Pripyat with her then ten-year-
old son Aleksandr. The first 
version of her novel The Pripyat 
Syndrome was written at the 
beginning of the 1990s as a film 
manuscript, but due to the 
economic crisis at the time, the film studio did not survive, and the 
script was reworked into a novel.31

The Pripyat Syndrome is based on Sirota’s own experience of 
the Chernobyl catastrophe in April 1986 — from the first hours of 
rumors, speculations and neglect until the urgent evacuation, 
problems with accommodation and, not least, severe health prob-
lems, plus the difficulty of convincing the doctors that her and her 
son’s health symptoms were of a physical and not psychological 
nature, hence the title The Pripyat Syndrome. About 20 hours after 
the explosion in block four, Sirota’s alter ego, Irina, walks home 
with her friend Sofia from Dvorets Kultury “Energetik” [The Palace 
of Culture called “Energetik”].32 They see the festive illuminations 
in the streets paying tribute to Lenin, the united people and the 
Party. On the top of a nine-story high-rise block they see the four-
meter-high letters in neon lights, presenting the Soviet slogan “Let 
the atom be a worker, not a soldier” (Chai bude atom robitnikom, 
a ne soldatom), originally a quote from Kurchatov. When a bit fur-
ther down the street they see another slogan, “Long live Marxism-
Leninism” (Chai zhive Marxizm-Leninizm) introduced with the 
Ukrainian words Chai zhive (long live) instead of Chai bude (Let 
[the atom] be), Irina says to Sofia: “Hey, Sofia, what do you think? 
Irina said with bitter irony, looking at the ‘light’. Don’t you think 
the same will happen with this ‘Chai’ as with our ‘Let the atom be a 
worker, not a soldier!’?”33

Against the background  of what has just happened at the 
Chernobyl plant, of which Sofia and Irina are already aware, the 
slogan “Let the atom be a worker and not a soldier”, is loaded with 
highly ambiguous meaning. The “peaceful atom” is discovered to 
be anything but peaceful, and in fact, as this quotation indicates, 
threatens the whole ideology of Marxism-Leninism. It is also inter-
esting that this ambiguity, associated with the once proud Soviet 
slogans following the catastrophe in Pripyat almost thirty years 
ago, is still a subject of intense debate on the website Pripyat.com. 
Today, these four-meter-high letters in neon lights have disap-
peared from the roof, and the question discussed is: What actually 

happened to them? One version, probably a rumor, is that before 
the letters disappeared the Ukrainian letter “a” in the first word 
chai was changed to the Ukrainian letter “u”, which transforms 
the first word into an invective, chui (cock). Another version is 
that the letters have been removed by hooligans, yet another that 
they have collapsed by themselves, and finally, that they have been 
removed in accordance with instructions from the state, a version 
supported by the user “Alfa”. Referring to his/her personal chat 
with the user “Monstr”, addressed as an avtoritetnyi tovarishch 
[credible expert], he/she claims regarding the destiny of this and 
other Soviet slogans in Pripyat:

After the catastrophe, some Soviet slogans, which had 
acquired a highly ambiguous meaning, were taken 
down. In a town that had been evacuated just as in a 
war, the slogan “Let the atom be a worker and not a  
soldier” certainly looked suspect.34

Interestingly, one of the most recurrent stylistic devices of The 
Pripyat Syndrome is the depiction of Chernobyl as a war, which 
thereby ironically protests against the Soviet system. Below, I give 
some of the many examples in the novel whereby war-mapping is 
used as a protest against the old political system, but first it must 
be said that this frequent mapping is also a consequence of the 
fact that the experiences of the citizens’ of Pripyat had a lot in 
common with the experiences of war: evacuation, grief and loss, 
collective brotherhood, adventure, the opportunity to perform 
heroic deeds, war veterans. When, for example, Irina in the novel 
cries out: “Around us is peace, but we are in the middle of a war!” 
it is probably more an expression of what she actually experienced 
during those hours than a political protest.35 The same could be 
said when an old lady on the train helps Irina, who is suffering 
from radiation sickness, and Irina draws her attention to some free 
seats, upon which the lady answers: “They are for war veterans”, 
upon which Irina responds: “Okay, but what are we, if not war 
veterans?”36

However, there are also examples where the parallel with war 
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may be interpreted as a conscious inversion of the old system, 
pointing towards a new system yet to be born. For instance, it is 
hard to interpret Irina’s and Sofia’s absurd performance, acting 
like soldiers on the streets of Pripyat, as something other than an 
ironic play on the current war-like inferno through which they are 
living, and caused by nothing other than the so-called peaceful 
atom:

All of a sudden, Sofia straightened her back and com-
manded Irina with a loud voice: “Atten. . . tion!. . . . 
Ready!. . . . Front! Forward. . . march! One-two. . . .” 
And when the two friends had saluted, they firmly 
marched forward along the street.37

Another example is when the well-known war song Staraia sol-
datskaia pesnia [The Old Soldier’s song] by Bulat Okudzhava is 
quoted in the novel, slightly changed in order to fit the Chernobyl 
experience, and introduced with the cry: “Guys! If we have to die 
anyway, let us die with music! Okay, let’s sing!”38

There is also another song quoted in the novel, My — mirnyi 
atom [We are the peaceful atom], written by the former Pripyat 
resident Volodimir Shovkoshitnii, who worked at the plant start-
ing in 1978 and later became a liquidator in the zone. Today, he 
is a poet, bard, author, politician, and prominent figure in the 
Ukrainian environmental movement. This song depicts Chernobyl 
as a war but certainly not a heroic one. Just as during the previous 
Brezhnev era, when, as Viktor Erofeev states in his article “A wake 
in memory of Soviet literature” (1991), no socialist realist writer 
believed in what he wrote, but simply wrote in order to receive fat 
royalties, this song states: “We are all heroes, as long as we are well 
paid”.39 But the song also shows that the Chernobyl experience did 
nothing to revive this already degenerate myth of heroism, depict-
ing instead a “foolish” hero who becomes impotent: “Our wives 
tell us: you are no hero, but an impotent fool”.40 An anti-hero tak-
ing part in an absurd and meaningless war, fighting against one of 
the most sacred symbols of communism: “We are ‘fighting’ for our 
Great Country by receiving roentgens in our testicles”, roentgens 
that emanate from the so-called peaceful atom, one of the corner-
stones of Lenin’s communism.41

The most striking  result of a comparison of Chernobyl to a war 
is not the many similarities but rather the differences uncovered 
by such a mapping, leading to a questioning of the values of Soviet 
heroism and war culture. Svetlana Aleksievich, author of the book 
of interviews entitled Voices from Chernobyl, is one of the several 
writers who interpret the Chernobyl disaster explicitly as the end 
of Soviet war culture. In an interview to mark the occasion of the 
20th anniversary of the catastrophe, she portrays her first visit to 
the zone as a kind of revelation of the absurdity of war:

A soldier with a rifle in his hand. Whom was he going 
to shoot at and whom should he defend? Should he de-
fend his people from the physics, from invisible parti-
cles? Shoot at the contaminated earth or tree? [...]. This 

was the image of war... It was the war culture that fell 
apart right in front of my eyes. I saw the pre-Chernobyl 
man transforming into the post-Chernobyl man. 42

By the concept “post-Chernobyl man”, Aleksievich means a per-
son more or less freed from the Soviet war culture and myth of 
heroism, the result of a cultural transformative process that even-
tually brought about the decline of the Soviet Union. The same 
ambivalence addressed by Aleksievich in her testimonial account 
above is present in Sirota’s novel. On the one hand, it is as if the 
Pripyat residents in the novel are participating in a war, but on the 
other hand, this is a very strange kind of war. In contrast to a nor-
mal war, the enemy does not come from the outside, constituting a 
threat from an alien ideological and political system. Instead, the 
enemy is emanating from within the Soviet system, namely from 
one of its most sacred symbols, the peaceful atom.

According to Lotman and Uspenskii, the binary structure of 
the Russian culture does not only mean “a new system of values, 
replacing the old with the new” [my italics], but also that the old 
is written into the new, but “with a minus sign”, as Lotman and 
Uspenskii note.43 That is, the old system (the peaceful atom), is 
inverted into its binary opposite (the atom as a warrior), and then 
written, as the next step, into the new, but with a minus sign — thus 
undermining instead of underlining the Soviet communist system.

Bearing this in mind, the depiction of Chernobyl as a war be-
comes an effective device for making manifest political protest, 
ironically forcing former Soviet concepts to become loaded with 
their opposite value: “the peaceful atom” becomes a warrior 
against its own people, and Prometheus’s utopian fire turns into 
an apocalyptic fire. This new value system, in turn, provokes exis-
tential doubt regarding the true nature of Soviet war culture and 
heroism: What does it actually mean to die for your country? What 
is a hero? Could it be called heroism to die in a “war” against one 
of the most sacred cornerstones of Soviet ideology? Or, is it more 
correct to address this as a senseless suicide?

Finally, this draws our attention to the fact that the people’s 
mistrust of the Soviet system, enhanced by the Chernobyl catas-
trophe, was not only a consequence of technology’s great impact 
on the ideological level, but also related to technology’s close 
connection with the creation of the new Soviet man. And when 
reactor four at the Chernobyl plant exploded, it was not only the 
communist system that evaporated in the Soviet consciousness, 
but also the great myth of the new Soviet man, a heroic soldier and 
efficient worker, both in the name of communism. ≈

johanna lindbladh
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or years, I have been working on issues of informal-
ity. Yet these issues are often also branded as corrup-
tion. The research question whether the boundaries 
between the two can be drawn cannot be answered 

by means of definitions. Analytical distinctions prove useless in 
the face of practices embedded in particular sets of constraints, 
practical norms, and “moral economies”.1 If I am asked to give a 
one-word clue to identify the missing piece in the puzzle of cross-
ing boundaries between informality and corruption, I would say: 
ambivalence. In its sociological sense, ambivalence, according to 
the definition of Robert Merton, refers to incompatible normative 
expectations of attitudes, beliefs, and behavior. The incompat-
ibility is assigned to a status and the social structures that generate 
the circumstances in which ambivalence is embedded.2 The core 
type of sociological ambivalence puts contradictory demands 
upon the occupants of a status in a particular social relation. Since 
these norms cannot be simultaneously expressed in behavior, they 
come to be expressed in an oscillation of behaviors: of detachment 
and compassion, of discipline and permissiveness, of personal and 
impersonal treatment”.3

The bi-polar definition of ambivalence
In the context of modernity, ambivalence is associated with frag-
mentation and failure of manageability. Zygmunt Bauman defines 
ambivalence as the possibility of assigning an object or an event to 

lecture

more than one category and views it as a language-specific disor-
der. The main symptom of disorder is the acute discomfort we feel 
when we are unable to read the situation properly and to choose 
between alternative actions.4 Bauman lists ambivalence among 
“the tropes of the ‘other’ of order: ambiguity, uncertainty, unpre-
dictability, illogicality, irrationality, ambivalence, brought about 
by modernity with its desire to organize and to design”.5 Ambiva-
lence thus implies a form of disorder and negativity.

In my view, ambivalence can be singled out from Bauman’s 
list for its bi-polarity, oscillating duality (both order and disorder; 
both positivity and negativity), and relative clarity of the polar po-
sitions. It is a social counterpart of emotional ambivalence in psy-
chology (love-hate) or materials with ambivalent qualities in phys-
ics (semiconductors). In other words, it is a situation of coexisting 
thesis and antithesis, without the possibility and certainty of their 
synthesis, yet without uncertainty as to what coexisting views, at-
titudes, and beliefs are. The latter qualification would not apply to 
ambivalence in psychoanalysis, where it is often associated with 
ambiguity. For the purposes of the following discussion of substan-
tive, functional, and normative ambivalence, I distinguish the con-
cept of ambivalence from ambiguity in the following ways:
l �Ambivalence is bi-polar, not multi-polar as is the case with am-

biguity.
l �The poles (thesis and anti-thesis) are clearly defined.
l �There is little uncertainty as to what coexisting views, attitudes, 
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and beliefs are. The uncertainty is created by the unpredictabil-
ity of their actualization.

l �The incompatibility of constituents of the ambivalence is differ-
ent from duplicity, from the deliberate deceptiveness in behav-
ior or speech, or from double-dealing.

l �When molded by the clashing constraints, ambivalence can 
result in the capacity for doublethink (the illogical logic), dual 
functionality (functionality of the dysfunctional), and double 
standards (for us and for them).

l �The ambivalence is best understood through the paradoxes it 
produces, such as the role of hackers in advancing cyber secu-
rity, for example, and can be identified by looking into the open 
secrets of societies.6

Blat
My interest in the theme of ambivalence originated in a study of 
blat; the use of personal networks for getting things done in Soviet 
Russia, or Russia’s “economy of favors”.7 The latter referred not 
only to the circulation of favors — favors of access to the centrally 
distributed goods, services and privileges — but also to the sociabil-
ity of blat channels, which friends and friends of friends routinely 
used for tackling shortages and problems. The pervasiveness of 
blat turned favors into an alternative currency of “mutual help 
and mutual understanding” needed for the functioning of the non-
market economy, and embodied peoples’ frustration with the non-
consumerist ideology and political constraints of the centralized 
planning and distribution. On the individual level, favors delivered 
by friends, acquaintances, and friends of friends granted solutions 
to small-time problems. On a societal level, they represented a way 
out for the Soviet system that struggled to adhere to its own pro-
claimed principles. A discreet redistribution of resources within 
social networks — an implicit social contract, known as the “little 
deal” — became part of the solution.8

The contradictory nature of constraints, and informal practices 
needed to resolve them, are well reflected in the anecdote about 
six paradoxes of socialism:
l �No unemployment but nobody works.
l �Nobody works but productivity increases.
l �Productivity increases but shops are empty.
l �Shops are empty but fridges are full.
l �Fridges are full but nobody is satisfied.
l �Nobody is satisfied but all vote unanimously.

Each of these paradoxes hides a reference to an informal prac-
tice that helped the Soviet system to continue making its formal 
claims of superiority, yet also undermined the declared principles.

A Russian phrase “nel’zya, no mozhno” (prohibited, yet pos-
sible) offered a summary understanding of the Soviet society with 
its all-embracing restrictions and the labyrinth of possibilities 
around them (the shops are empty but fridges are full). Blat was 
an open secret for insiders, but a puzzle for outsiders unequipped 
to handle the “doublethink” associated with blat. It was not that a 
formal “no” necessarily turned into a “yes” after pulling some blat 
strings. The formula no+blat=yes is misleading, for it emphasizes 
the importance of blat but downplays the importance of con-
straints. In Soviet times, even outsiders could make useful friends 

and mobilize them and their networks to get things done. Yet 
there was always a limit to what friends could do. Sometimes blat 
worked and sometimes it didn’t. Thus, its formula should grasp 
both ends of the paradox:

blat=no (shops are empty)
AND
blat=yes (fridges are full)

Blat and shortage
No coherent rules about blat economy of favors, which were pre-
dominantly associated with access to goods and services in short 
supply, could be deduced: it was both the formally prescribed 
“no” and the informally pushed “yes” that constituted an ambiva-
lent outcome, somewhat dependent on the size and potential of 
the networks, while also being constraint-driven, context-bound, 
uncertain, and irregular. Moreover, under conditions of shortage 
(or rationing), a positive outcome for one was preconditioned by 
negative outcomes for the others. While the state monopoly of 
centralized distribution created shortages, the monopolization of 
blat redistribution by each particular gatekeeper further perpetu-
ated these shortages further. The constraints of socialism drove 
people to outwit the centralized distribution system. At the same 
time, the harshness of these constraints made it impossible for 
the regime to fully enforce the existing regulations, which created 
opportunities for brokers to circumvent them. “Pushers” of con-
straints (tolkachi and blatmeisters) created value for themselves 
and their networks at the expense of less opportunistic players. 
Thus, functionally, blat softened the constraints of the Soviet 
system for some but was dependent on the continuing existence 
of constraints for others. Working with constraints to unleash 
their enabling power became the preoccupation of experienced 
brokers, who often functioned for the sake of the Soviet system 
but contrary to the system’s own rules. Thus blat could function in 
both productive and non-productive ways.

Informal practices that  
make things work
Obtaining goods and services through blat channels provided 
just one example of the many informal practices that made the 
Soviet regime more tolerable and, at the same time, helped to 
undermine its political, economic, and social foundations. In his 
Economics of Shortage, Janos Kornai theorizes principles of ration-
ing, or the non-price criteria of allocation, and forms of allocation 
of resources.9 Each of these can be associated with an informal 
practice, serving specific needs at various stages in socialist devel-
opment. For example, associated with queuing is the practice of 
absenteeism from a workplace (no unemployment, but nobody 
works), that in late socialism served people’s consumption, but 
also served to alleviate the hardship of queuing and to reduce criti-
cism towards the regime, which was incapable of tackling short-
ages. Because absenteeism had utility for late socialism and could 
not be ruled out completely, it was prosecuted by authorities 
only in selective campaigns, often to signal that the practice had 
gone out of proportion or to punish regional and local officials, on 
whose territories the raids for absentees in the shops’ queues were 
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der which everyone has to live is often referred to as “sistema”.
What it lacks in democratic graces, the sistema appears to 

compensate for with the effectiveness of its informal incentives, 
control, and capital flows operated by power networks and their 
impressive capacity to mobilize. Reliance on networks enables 
leaders to mobilize and to control, yet they also lock politicians, 
bureaucrats, and businessmen into informal deals, mediated in-
terests, and personalized loyalties. This is the “modernization trap 
of informality”: one cannot use the potential of informal networks 
without triggering their negative long-term consequences for insti-
tutional development.12

The similarity of functional ambivalence of both blat and power 
networks points to an important dimension of modernization: 
in order to modernize, one should not only change the formal 
rules, but also modernize networks. Modernizing networks in the 
context of informality and corruption first of all means changing 
people’s attitudes to favors of access for “svoi” at all levels. Net-
works through which favors are channeled, and their functional 
ambivalence, are essential for the understanding of economies of 
favors and their similarities with and differences from corruption.

Helping from whose pocket?
In the Soviet economy of favors, favors often involved redistribu-
tion of public (or non-personal) resources for the provision of 
personalized help, which placed such actions on the borderline 
with practices of embezzlement, pilfering, and routine misuse of 
resources. Yet the societal constraints, specifically the illegitimacy 
of the private property, legitimized the use of the public property. 
Blat favors were commonly aimed at obtaining food, goods, and 
services, to which people were entitled. It made such favors easier 
to receive, especially that they were associated with non-monetary 
incentives. Moreover, the sense of entitlement provided legitimacy 
to those involved in giving, receiving, or exchanging favors. Those 
who did not or could not become involved, however, emphasized 
the inequality and unfairness of blat. For participants, favors of 
access merged with patterns of care and sociability to such an 
extent that people were often unable to distinguish, for example, 
friendship from the use of friendship. Such dual nature of blat was 
preconditioned by subjective and objective, informal and formal 
constraints. The informal code of friendship in socialist societies 
(to give away your last shirt to a friend) made the boundaries be-
tween relationship and the use of relationship blurred. The formal 
constraints of socialism — where the public and private property 
balance was distorted, the money did not function fully, and the 
alternative currencies of exchange created symbiotic relationship 
with the economy of shortage — allowed favors of access to be 
exchanged at the expense of the public resources and served to 
compensate for the deficiencies of the centralized system of distri-
bution.

The blurred boundaries between  
sociability and instrumentality
For the purpose of the ideal types, it is possible to establish a 
borderline to distinguish between friendship and blat (the use 
of friendship) — if help to a friend comes from one’s own pocket, 

made. Selective enforcement, or under-enforcement, became the 
obverse of over-regulation.

The theme of ambivalence became similarly central for the 
postcommunist transition. In my next book, How Russia Really 
Works, I argue against the stigmatization of practices that replaced 
blat during Russia’s dramatic break-up with its communist past. 
Contrary to the assumption that informal practices had to disap-
pear once the oppressive system collapsed, I identified new prac-
tices that emerged and functioned ambivalently in order to serve 
the transition: they both supported and subverted the post-Soviet 
political, judicial, and economic institutions. Newly established in 
the 1990s, democratic and market institutions, including competi-
tive elections, free media, an independent judiciary, and private 
property rights, became enveloped in informal practices that both 
facilitated their development and undermined it. Practices associ-
ated with manipulation of electoral campaigns (black public rela-
tions or piar), misuse of information and compromising materials 
(kompromat), use of informal control and leverage (krugovaya 
poruka) in the formally independent judiciary, circumvention of 
market-induced economic constraints with barter schemes, non-
transparent ownership, and creative accounting were the most 
widespread in that period. 10

Blat and sistema
My initial theorization of the ambivalent role of blat networks has 
also helped in the subsequent exploration of the network-based 
system of informal governance — sistema — under Putin. In peri-
ods of stability, the ambivalent workings of blat networks at the 
grassroots level are indeed similar to those of power networks in 
sistema, but one important distinction has to be emphasized. If the 
blat “economy of favors” had to some extent an equalizing effect 
on the chances of gaining access to resources for networked indi-
viduals, and thus reduced the privilege gap between insiders and 
outsiders of the centralized distribution system, the trickle-down 
effect of the present-day “economy of kickbacks” seems to be the 
reverse: it undermines competition, excludes the outsiders, and 
rewards insiders through network-based allocation and mobiliza-
tion. If blat networks tended to operate on the basis of obligation 
perceived as “mutual help”, power networks tend to operate on 
the basis of a hierarchical, patron–client logic, associated with 
practices of “feeding” (kormlenie) aimed to enhance the power of 
the ruler and leave his subordinates under his “manual control”.11 
This difference also stems from the political and economic frame-
works in which networks operate. Because the Soviet system was 
not economically viable due to its centralization, rigid ideologi-
cal constraints, shortages, and the limited role of money, blat 
networks had some equalizing, “weapon of the weak” role in the 
oppressive conditions, and to some extent served the economic 
needs of the central distribution system. In Putin’s Russia, power 
networks operate without those constraints and extract multiple 
benefits from the post-Soviet reforms, while undermining the key 
principles of market competition (equality of economic subjects 
and security of property rights) and the key principle of the rule of 
law (equality before the law). They are, in effect, the “weapon of 
the strong”. The effect of dominance, omnipresence, pressure un-
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it is help of a friend, if a help to a friend comes at the expense or 
through redistribution of public resources, it is a favor of access. 
The nature of formal constraints, the lack of private property or 
clear divisions between the public and the private in socialist soci-
eties, provides a degree of entitlement to whatever the economy 
of favors has to offer. As opposed to favors given, received, or 
exchanged at the expense of personal resources, an economy 
of favors implies that a favor-giver is not only a giver but also a 
gatekeeper or a broker benefiting from the position of access and 
discretionary powers. It is also often the case that a favor-recipient 
is not merely a beneficiary of a redistributed object or service, 
one delivered by a friend, a friend of a friend or a broker, but also 
a recipient of what s/he is entitled to have. In other words, a favor 
does not produce an outcome visibly different from that achieved 
in other ways (inheriting, rationing, queuing, purchasing on the 
black market), which makes defining the boundaries even more 
difficult.

To complicate matters further, the difference between socia-
bility and instrumentality is defined not only by the source of 
resources (private or public) but also by the incentive (material 
or non-material). Thus, the intermediation of blat is essential to 
protect one’s positive and altruistic self-image and to misrecognize 
one’s own experiences: one helps a friend, not oneself, and that 
friend returns a favor eventually. Both parties maintain a “good 
friend” self-image while using public resources for “non-selfish” 
purposes. When the moral norms prescribe that one must help a 
friend but also that blat is immoral and unethical, the normative 
ambivalence — the partial “misrecognition game” — is the way out.

Selfless redistribution of public funds for a moral cause is not 
likely to be seen as self-serving, or corrupt. And yet, where there is 
a potential for mutuality, sociability breeds instrumentality. Self-
lessness of favors, or disinterested giving, is an essential feature 
of an economy of favors: “I favor your interests, you favor mine, 
and we are both selfless individuals not interested in material 
gain.” Acting sociably, for a non-material and/or non-personal 
gain, allows the giver not to cross the borderline of a corrupt ex-
change, while the recipient of material gain is not in the position 
to re-direct public resources and technically does nothing wrong. 
Where a “favor of access” involves the misuse of public office, the 
self-image is “rescued” from being corrupt by an altruistic incen-
tive and the lack of direct private gain.

In turn, non-material incentives may include all kinds of moral 
or emotional gains and losses. Apart from grace, noted by Julian 
Pitt-Rivers13 and Humphrey14, dignity and humiliation can certain-
ly be brought into the discussion of non-material incentives. In 
literary sources, Eric Naiman observes, they seem to under-
gird just about every act of giving and receiving, and the 
recipient’s sense of self-worth (dignity) and the degree 
of resentment he experiences, even — and perhaps 
especially — towards those who do the most for him, 
are essential components in the understanding of the 
meaning and consequences of any favor. The sense of 
daily frustration surrounding the material aspects of 
much late-Soviet life surely had an impact on the giving and 
receiving of favors, and their perception.

Clashing constraints beyond socialism
As mentioned in the introduction, the issues of blurred boundar-
ies and clashing constraints are not exclusive to socialism15 or post-
socialism. In a wider sense, such issues can be reframed in terms 
of world religions, the emergence of an anonymous individual, 
market systems, or the transformation from limited access to open 
access societies, a transformation that implies that certain hurdles 
of law enforcement and limitations for the elites need to be over-
come.16 In a narrower sense, in order to understand the contexts 
conducive to economies of favors, one should find oneself in a 
situation, where due to its formal and informal constraints, it is 
impossible to be a good brother and a good bureaucrat simulta-
neously, or where it is possible for a favor to have contradictory 
outcomes (good for one, bad for another; good in the short term, 
bad in the long run; to alleviate but also to aggravate shortages). 
The clashing constraints certainly reinforce the functional ambiva-
lence of social networks, which operate differently under different 
constraints and certainly play a key role in mastering mutually 
exclusive constraints.

When gate keeping is associated with a position in official hi-
erarchy (with access to public resources), granting a favor is not 
defined by personal choice. It is shaped by the dual pressure on 
a bureaucrat: on the one hand, formal responsibility to perform 
certain duties and follow rules according to organizational or pro-
fessional code, delegated by the principal, and on the other hand, 
informal responsibility for personal networks, friends, family, and 
the peer pressure of the social circle. A cross-country variation in 
the combinations of formal and informal constraints is substantial. 
There are societies where it is possible to be a good bureaucrat and 
a good brother at the same time, but there are societies where this 
is not possible, and one has to navigate around both sets of con-
straints in order to keep both the job and the network. Economies 
of favors tend to develop in circumstances of conflicting formal 
and informal constraints, so that social networks not only become 
instrumental for individuals but also ease the workings of institu-
tions.

Favors of access in other societies
I argue that constraints associated with central planning, short-
ages, and rationing produce an “economy of favors” that is essen-
tial for the functioning of political, economic, and social systems, 
and thus is different in scale and functionality from other systems. 
Some pointers to such conditions are hidden in a popular proverb 
“do not have hundred rubles, have hundred friends”. It is meant 

to emphasize the non-material (moral and emotional) 
importance of relationships, but it has also developed 

connotations involving access to goods and services 
in short supply. In the planned economy, money 

played a limited role because of the underdeveloped 
markets, which placed additional emphasis on the 
non-market transactions. But this does not mean 
that the informal dimension disappears with the 
collapse of planned centralized economies. In devel-

oped market economies, favors for circumventing the 
existing constraints are also both relationship-based 
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and instrumental,17 yet it is the nature of constraints that makes a 
difference. Although the concept of “favor of access” has emerged 
from the context of state-centralized distribution systems, it may 
become relevant in other types of regimes where the state plays a 
central role in the bailout of private financial institutions (the 2008 
financial crisis in Russia has certainly put businesses in a queue for 
a bailout). In full-fledged markets, as portrayed by Jeremy Rifkin18, 
the institution of ownership gradually transforms into the life-long 
access to services, so one can envisage the relevance of economies 
of favors for access to nearly every aspect of human life.

Whether driven by scarcity or surplus, there are pockets of 
society where friends, friends of friends, and other gatekeepers 
capable of sharing access are all-important, and where favors of 
access are routinely provided and channeled by social networks. 
It can be envisaged as a social network of gatekeepers, who either 
open their gates of access when needed by those they care about, 
or use their own time and resources for sociability, thus also creat-
ing or maintaining their social networks. The hidden part of such 
sociability is its potential to generate a return, to create incentives 
for keeping the gates shut unless there is a prospect of a return, 
and to generate divisions into “us” and “them”, thus entailing ex-
clusion and unfairness.

The blurred boundaries between favors 
of access and corrupt transactions
The resemblance of blat favors aimed at circumventing formal 
rules and procedures — manipulating access to resources through 
direct purchase as in bribery or the diversion of public resources 
for personal gain — makes them a member of a wider family of 
informal practices and complicates the matter of drawing the 
boundaries between favors and corrupt exchanges.19 It also raises 
the question whether blat was in fact a dysfunctional corrupt prac-
tice. This may be the case in certain contexts but it is also mislead-
ing, for neither blat nor corruption have a clear or single mean-
ing, nor are these terms independent of normative, context-free 
judgment.20 According to Lampert21, cases of corruption have a 
ranking specific to the society. The Soviets clearly felt that bribery 
was a worse form of corruption than a small-scale use of public re-
sources for private ends (such as using workers to do private jobs). 
Cultural connotations of money as “dirty” made non-monetary 
transactions fairly legitimate.22 This was in tune with the distinc-
tion drawn between various forms of offense in the criminal code 
and the different penalties for engaging in them.23 Blat was not 

on the criminal scale at all and could not, 
strictly speaking, be characterized as 

illegal (by reason of its small scale 
or acknowledged necessity (voiti 
v polozhenie)), thus falling in the 
category of “good” or “ambigu-

ous” corruption.24 The oppressive 
nature of the communist regime, and 

its centralized way of distributing goods 
and privileges, introduces another twist 
in interpretation of the nature of blat 
practices: if blat corrupted the corrupt 

regime, can we refer to it as corruption? With these considerations 
in mind, to equate blat and corruption in a Soviet context is to mis-
understand the nature of Soviet socialism.

It is tempting to argue that blat subverted the Soviet system, 
and thus should be held responsible for undermining its principles 
and foundations, leading to the ultimate collapse of the Soviet 
Union. Yet blat also served the needs of the socialist system, and 
thus supported its existence, operating contrary to the system’s 
own acclaimed principles. Such functionality of the dysfunctional, 
or ambivalence, applies, for example, to the role of hackers in 
advancing cyber security.25 Apart from the ambivalent relationship 
(subversive/supportive) with the Soviet institutions, blat produced 
a similar bearing on personal relationships — people were forced 
to use their personal networks instrumentally, and that instru-
mentality helped to sustain those networks. People were made to 
want to be “needed”: blat is certainly missed by former blat meis-
ters these days, and babushki mind being replaced by professional 
babysitters. The ambivalence of social networks is an interesting 
angle to explore as it helps identify similarities and differences in 
those conditions that make people use their networks for getting 
things done in different societies.

For example, patron-client networks are known for their 
parasitism on state resources and abuse of administrative power 
everywhere. Yet in Russia, they are perceived as more stifling for 
business than in China (this line of argument links to Robert Klit-
gaard’s conception of an “optimal level” of corruption, which has 
been taboo in contemporary anti-corruption studies).26 Chinese 
networks are monitored better (there is a system of checks and 
balances, hotlines, and letters that are taken seriously by the Com-
munist Party) and may be managed internally with more aware-
ness of guanxi.27 Chinese regions enjoy much more independence 
than Russian ones, and that also has implications for local growth, 
rather than centralization of resources. Cultural and historical dif-
ferences are also important: a sense of measure is a key Confucian 
value that can be contrasted with the Russian soul’s aversion to 
moderation.

Crossing the boundaries with a smile
The blat exchanges of early socialism have matured into a full-
fledged economy of favors and become an open secret of late 
socialism, alongside its other competences: “to read between 
the lines”, “to see through the façade”, “to beat the system”, that 
enabled the reproduction of daily interactions without pressure 
of recognition of one’s own compromised behavior or the failures 
of the system. It allowed people to get on with their daily lives and 
helped the system to reproduce itself. A society of double stan-
dards and open secrets was thus formed.

Although the social competence of handling open secrets, and 
dealing with situations of moral ambiguity or ethical squeeze are 
largely invisible to outsiders, I argue that the normative ambiva-
lence can be spotted in what I call a “knowing smile”.28 I have seen 
many of these while researching the economy of favors. Knowing 
smiles are partially about smiling, partially about knowing; partial-
ly about knowing, partially about not knowing yet being able to go 
on without questioning. A knowing smile signals the competence 
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that includes a certain degree of cynicism, tacit knowledge about 
what is normal, the so-called ability “to go on”, enhanced by skills 
of doublethink, misrecognition, and the ability to turn formal con-
straints to one’s advantage. A knowing smile implies ambivalence 
about the idea of being honest, upright, and dedicated to official 
goals, holding these values, while also maintaining a distance from 
them. Independence, individualism, civic rights in totalitarian so-
cieties are channeled through doublethink. “Someone who read-
ily believes whatever official discourse says has no independent 
thought”.29

The knowing smile — whether as a sign of recognition, mis-
recognition, or both — indicates some release from the grip of 
totalitarian ideologies, which are aimed at the transformation of 
human nature30, yet it could also be seen as a sign of such trans-
formation. It becomes irrelevant whether people believed official 
ideological messages or not. Instead, the relation to the official-
dom became based on intricate strategies of simulated support 
and on “nonofficial” practices.31 Individual doublethink develops 
into collective double standards that imply the ability to hold 
contradictory views in private and in public and the capacity to 
switch between them smoothly, when applied to “us” and “them”, 
to “ordinary citizens” and to the Party leaders, to one’s personal 
circle and to society as a whole. Double standards continued to 
dominate in the post-Soviet era.

When I did my fieldwork in Russia in the 1990s and asked 
people to talk to me about blat — Russia’s economy of favors — they 
smiled knowingly but then almost universally responded, “Why 
ask me?” Reassured that I only want to know “what everybody 
knows”, most of my respondents were happy to discuss blat mat-
ters frankly, talking mostly about others, or about the way things 
used to be, but eventually also coming up with personal stories. 
An understanding of the misrecognition game and the ambivalence 
of my respondents has informed my methodology of research on 
favors: speak about generic practice, not personal experience; let 
the experience trickle down through narrative; speak about others 
(neighbors, other firms, friends); speak about the past, and inquire 
about know-how that is no longer in use.

Ambivalent methodology
It would seem that one cannot study societies’ open secrets with 
a straightforward tackle. Approaching sensitive subjects requires 
an observant and patient researcher, keen on details and willing 
to take detours. Detours are in fact essential and are not without 
paradoxes. One should not look for it to find it; one should go at a 
distance to see closer; one should use the “rear mirror” to move 
ahead; and one should get out in order to notice what was in. In 
other words, the most direct way of studying sensitive subjects is 
to study them indirectly. One of the side effects of researching an 
economy of favors is that one becomes unfit to participate in it: 
once its misrecognition game is analyzed, it becomes impossible 
to play it, once its ambivalence is understood, the habitual use of 
double standards becomes inhibited. Reflection distorts practice.

Studying economies of favors allows one to assess the most 
profound features of societies through seemingly trivial aspects of 
everyday behavior, but it requires methodologies for grasping am-

bivalence. Sensitivities displayed in people’s accounts and expla-
nations of favors provide insights into their own view of the divi-
sive nature of favors and the double standards surrounding them, 
as well as into relationships within their networks. Understanding 
such cleavages can be hugely assisted by fortuitous historical cir-
cumstances. In the beginning of the 1990s, for example, it became 
possible to ask people to articulate their views on the Soviet past 
without constraint, just as in the 1950s, those who left the Soviet 
Union were able to describe their blat experience in the Harvard 
Interviewing Project. The collapse of the Soviet Union has made 
blat a matter of the past and thus enabled people to articulate it.32 
Yet asking people about private matters, such as favors, will always 
take them out of their comfort zone.

Years of fieldwork in post-Soviet Russia has helped me to de-
velop a “slow cooking” methodology and assemble ethnographic 
evidence on hidden aspects of informality, strategies of misrecog-
nition, and ambivalent qualities of economies of favors alongside 
other qualitative research. I relied on people’s willingness to share 
their experiences and started framing the most interesting ones as 
case studies. When I was researching Russia’s Economy of Favors, 
it was a case of a doctor, Natalia, who was an effective blat broker, 
exploiting the system but also being exploited by it. Her story 
exemplified the experience of the inner workings the Soviet econ-
omy of favors at the grassroots level. In How Russia Really Works, it 
was the story of a banker, Tatiana, that best illustrated the ambiva-
lence of the business practices of the 1990s, with their criminality, 
unlawfulness, and unfairness, on the one hand, and their func-
tionality for the transition, on the other.33 As I looked for a story 
to illustrate the profound changes that have taken place in Russia 
in 2000–2008, I knew it should be associated with the increased 
importance of the judiciary and Russia’s integration into the in-
ternational legal order. I was particularly keen to explore gender 
aspects — the majority of judges are women — and their relevance 
to the analysis of the key feature of sistema. The first decade of the 
twenty-first century produced a “whistle-blowing” trend among 
the Russian judiciary, with a number of judges speaking out about 
the fear they felt and the administrative pressure they had expe-
rienced. Several judges testified went on record to report that, at 
a higher level, influence with judges and prosecutors can yield 
desired results in criminal, commercial, and civil trials, and that, 
even if unfavorable judgments are handed down, there are ways to 
ensure that they are not enforced. When Olga Kudeshkina was dis-
missed from her position as a judge in the Moscow City Court for 
her non-compliance with informal commands, she took her case 
to the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg and won.34 
Her life story has become the case study for Can Russia Moder-
nise,35 illustrating the constraints that turn a “whistleblower” of 
sistema defects into a “traitor”.36

Knowing password for open secrets
In my ethnographic fieldwork, I have searched for signs of recog-
nition of matters one does not need to spell out: the semi-taboos 
about economies of favors, the complicity in leaving things 
unarticulated, the ambivalence of attitudes towards sensitive 
subjects. These are all pointers to potentially innovative research. 
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Observing the near ubiquitous exchange of knowing smiles in ev-
eryday contexts has pointed me to the niches of informality. Such 
exchanges form the basis of normality and routine interaction 
that are so fundamental for the modus operandi of societies, ac-
cording to Goffman.37 Smiling about blat has prompted me to look 
at other open secrets and their intricate relationship to power.38 
I argue that economies of favors constitute the societies’ open 
secrets. One might think that an open secret is not a secret at all, 
since it concerns things that “everyone knows”, whether within 
a particular group or more widely in a society. This view would 
mistaken, however, because open secrets are only partly open. 
Open secrets are secrets in the sense that they are excluded from 
formal or official discourse but they are open in the sense that they 
are familiar and referred to in idioms and language games, though 
these often require explanation for outsiders. Their ambivalence 
is a real and significant one. There is a tacit acceptance that what is 
known should remain unarticulated. Open secrets, as is certainly 
the case with double standards, occupy areas of tension, where a 
public affirmation of knowledge would threaten other values or 
goods that those involved want to protect. This point is noted in 
Georg Simmel’s discussion of secrecy, which reveals its complexity 
and subtlety. Simmel defines secrecy as “consciously willed con-
cealment” — open secrets are clearly still secrets according to this 
definition.

From ethnography to the next  
generation of indicators
As societies’ open secrets, economies of favor have great research 
potential in most societies. The “oblique” methodology outlined 
above fits with the logic of triangulation: “attempt to map out, or 
explain more fully, the richness and complexity of human behav-
ior by studying it from more than one standpoint”.39 Qualitative 
data on economies of favors should ideally be supported by other 
methods of “cross-checking data from multiple sources to search 
for regularities in the research data”.40 However, there are inevi-
table obstacles to the study of ambivalence, whether substantive, 
functional, or normative.

Quantitatively, the size of economies of favors is even harder 
to assess than that of non-quantifiable forms of corruption, such 
as nepotism, conflict of interest, or hospitality.41 The subjectiv-
ity of value of favors, their cross-cultural incomparability, and 
ambivalence make it impossible to measure the size of economies 
of favors objectively. Rather, one could assess a spread of the phe-
nomenon, following the methodology of measuring perception, as 
in the Corruption Perception Index (CPI).42 It should also be pos-
sible to measure the gap between the perception of others’ use of 
favors and self-reported experience of giving and receiving favors. 
Given that perceptions of favors are ambivalent and experience 
is misrecognized, risks of quantification can be mitigated by a tri-
angulation that gives a more detailed and balanced picture of the 
situation. Given cultural specificity of economies of favors — there 
are often no exact translations of related idioms, slang, or jargon 
from one language to another — qualitative research is essential to 
establish the facilitating conditions, main gatekeepers, principles 
of inclusion and exclusion, multiplicity of norms, needs satisfied, 

degrees of obligation and codification, influence of kinship, tradi-
tion and religion, social inequality and other divisive narratives. 
The main challenge, however, is to create novel indicators for the 
“immeasurable” that would grasp ambivalence, misrecognition, 
doublethink, and double standards, and that could potentially be 
comparable across societies.43

Comparability of economies of favors can be seriously contest-
ed. Due to their substantive ambivalence, they are hard to study 
even within one setting (specificity, secretive nature, dependence 
on respondents). They are inscribed into formal frameworks — 
political and economic systems — which are themselves non-com-
parable and rooted in different historical/social contexts.44 Due 
to their functional ambivalence, they both subvert and support 
political and economic systems, social norms, and standards of 
sociability. Due to the normative ambivalence towards favors, the 
collected data may be difficult to interpret. Rather than following 
a coherent set of principles, the provision of favors is in line with 
some but contrary to the other widely held norms and values, 
which causes the ambivalence with which it is regarded: it is  
usually condoned by some and condemned by others, and/or 
condoned and condemned by the same people, depending on 
context. It takes an ethnographic and, possibly, interdisciplinary 
approach to identify an ambivalent subject, such as an economy 
of favors, but further research and comparison cannot be fully de-
veloped without the disciplinary methods, integrating the angle of 
ambivalence and adapting to it. ≈

Note: This article is based on a keynote speech held at the conference 
“Beyond Transition: New Directions in Eastern and Central European 
Studies”,  October 2–4, 2013, in Lund. The lecture was recorded by  
Mi Lennhag, and revised by the author after transcription.45
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rofessor Mary Fulbrook and the present writer belong to the same club. They are not particularly fond of Das 
Leben der Anderen (The Lives of Others), Florian Henckel von Donnersmarck’s much acclaimed film from 
2006 about Stasi monitoring under Communist Party rule.

“It is a terrible film,” she says. “It tells a story with which nobody can disagree.”
It portrays just a small and unrepresentative fraction of intellectuals, and “fails to present the GDR in all its com-

plexities”. One of the main characters figures both as chief and as agent within the Stasi system, which is historically an 
“impossible combination”.

Her critique of the director is sharp and principled: von Donnersmarck does not raise interesting questions, al-
though it took him six years to make the film. “Manipulative”, is her judgment, because the moral of the story is impos-
sible to question, yet the historical portrayal is inadequate.

The film does not help us understand more broadly how the system worked. It is “historically unsound”, Fulbrook 
argues, because it does not sufficiently contextualize the narrow cultural milieu it portrays, and yet it suggests this pic-
ture of the Stasi can represent broader GDR society.

Artistic freedom?

“Some degree of ethical responsibility, a film director should also have.”
Over the years, she has dealt intensively with the political culture and everyday life of the former GDR in her own 

research. And she has come to the conclusion that people in that society had experiences that varied with age and gen-
eration. There were gaps that separated citizens when it came to attitudes and values.

“We have the generation of 1929, people born in or around that year. Christa Wolf was one of them. They were 
deeply ashamed of the past, of what Nazism had brought about and how so many people had been supportive of the 
Nazi regime. As young people at the end of the war, they sought a vision of something better, and although they were 
not able to change the basic parameters they nevertheless tried to improve conditions as best they could.” The next 
generation, born under Nazi rule and in the war years, might be called “the absent generation”: they could not find 
their place in the new society. In contrast, the first postwar generation was less aware of alternatives and tended at first 
to take the GDR for granted, along the lines that “this is the way the world is structured”. Only later did many of these 
become critical of the way the GDR failed to live up to its official ideals, and, by the 1980s, some became engaged in so-
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cial reform movements. In turn, many of those born in the late 1960s and 1970s developed a happy childhood nostalgia 
particularly when seen retrospectively, after unification with the West in 1990.

n her seminal book on the German 20th century, subtitled The Divided Nation, written in the years before and com-
pleted immediately after the fall of the Berlin Wall, Mary Fulbrook points to parallels between social and political 
movements in East and West Germany in the eighties. These obviously irritated the men in power in the GDR, 
since they had no clear idea how to handle a political mix that included humanistic Marxists and “Third Way” 

intellectuals; religious dissenters, both Protestants and Catholics; and what she calls “unorthodox views” among peace 
activists, environmentalists, and adherents of alternative cultures.

About such expressions of protest and disapproval that never took on a mass character, let alone formed an opposi-
tion, Fulbrook writes:

Although the regime tried frequently to downplay dissenting views and denounce them as Western-insti-
gated or -inspired, none of these three broad groups (each of which contained many differences of opinion 
within it) could be simply interpreted as supported by or supporters of the West. Frequently they were as 
critical of the consumerist materialism and social inequalities of capitalist society as they were of the bu-
reaucratic authoritarianism of “actually existing socialism” in the East. They were generally seeking, not to 
abandon the East for a presumed Utopia in the West, but rather to transform the East into more desirable 
directions from within. There were also, of course, considerable numbers of disaffected GDR citizens who 
simply wanted to leave; and even larger numbers who engaged in a variety of demonstrative acts, such as 
minor unofficial strikes (downing tools, walking off the job), daubing graffiti, making political jokes.1

On the other hand Fulbrook reminds her readers of how relatively successful both the German states were during the 
Cold War era in “sustaining and reproducing their respective systems” and avoiding “the development of powerful an-
ti-system oppositions of the sort that helped bring about the collapse of the Weimar Republic”.2 They both had rather 
harmless elite groups, the majority of whom never challenged the fundamental principles of the society in which they 
lived. The breakdown of the GDR and the subsequent regime change was, in Fulbrook’s analysis, only made possible by 
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changes in external circumstances, above all by what had happened in the Soviet Union under Gorbachev.
Stability was crucial in both parts of Germany, although in the GDR, “from the late 1970s onwards there appeared to 

be a greater willingness among grassroots members to express differences from the official party line”. In the Federal 
Republic as well as in the German Democratic Republic there was certainly widespread popular resistance at that time 
to official policies of deploying nuclear missiles on German soil, with unofficial peace movements “becoming thorns in 
the flesh of established governmental politics on both sides of the Iron Curtain”.3

I have quoted rather generously from her printed words, in order to reveal something of the character of Fulbrook’s 
scholarly prose; how precise and varied she expresses herself; how reluctant she is to make ideological categories into 
analytical instruments. I read her German history, the whole story, as an attempt at Historisierung, and an attempt to 
understand historical epochs with all their flaws and merits, all their shortcomings and all their progress, rather than to 
glorify achievements or to condemn a bad system that lasted a mere forty years.

The historian must not be a judge or a lawyer; he or she is as interested in why something worked at all as in why it 
finally failed — since almost all things eventually fail.

Why, for instance, did the GDR perform better than most of the other societies that practiced some form of central 
economic planning and one-party rule?

ne feature of the SED regime over the years was its ability to impose its will without relying solely on fear, 
coercion, and repression. After the crushing of the popular uprising in June 1953, there had been no up-
heavals in the socialist state, and no mass terror. The state in itself was both state and society, and it man-
aged to function as a consensus building mechanism, by diffusing power and authority to many layers and 

segments of society.
In her book on the East German experiment, The People’s State, Fulbrook launched a concept that owes a lot to her 

life-long preoccupation with Max Weber’s theories of Herrschaft. She calls it “participatory dictatorship”. An unbeliev-
ably large proportion of the population — roughly one in six, she calculated — took an active part in activities that had to 
be carried out to uphold the political system as such. These people could be found in responsible positions in the orga-
nizational structure of the party state and its apparatuses, in many spheres and on different levels. They gave authority 
to the system as a whole and in turn gained prestige, pride, and privileges from it. Fulbrook talks of a widespread par-
ticipation “in the multiplicity of little honeycomb cells of the many overlapping and intersecting elements in the GDR 
networks”4, whether it be the promotion of Sorb regional identities in the country or the protection of small gardeners 
who had their own recognized organizations.

Naturally, the contacts with the security organs are part of this picture, since the Stasi was a mass phenomenon in it-
self, with 91,000 fulltime employees out of a population of roughly 16.5 million in 1989, and a total of as many as 180,000 
unofficial informants at its all-time high.

There were limits and boundaries to this involvement in political affairs, says Fulbrook:
“The lack of freedom of speech and association was non-negotiable. People were unable to get out of the system, but 

they tried to make the best of their lives under the circumstances.”

And they benefited?

“In the GDR misery was spread rather broadly”, answers Fulbrook. “If some people got advantages it was not, as in 
the Third Reich, at the radical (even fatal) expense of another section of society that 
was excluded, humiliated and degraded.”

That is also, I suppose, why Fulbrook reacts so strongly to my question concern-
ing the extent to which her concept of “participatory dictatorship” bears any resem-
blance to the idea by German historian Götz Aly, developed in a controversial book 
from 2005, that the German Führerstaat under the Nazis can best be perceived as a 
“mehrheitsfähige Zustimmungsdiktatur”5.

“Firstly, the polarization between repression and acclamation is a false one. In Hitler’s Germany, they were both 
present to different degrees and in different ways throughout the twelve years. Enthusiasm rose and fell among certain 
groups under changing economic and foreign policy conditions; violent repression was targeted variously at differ-
ent groups, and became ever more brutal and murderous, particularly during the war years. Secondly, there were 
individual Germans who benefitted from robbery and the exploitation of others, those who were being excluded, the 
victims — but that does not make all of them responsible for the crimes. Thirdly, there were many Germans who did not 
in the least benefit at the expense of others — those who sought to resist and ended up in the hands of the Gestapo, for 
instance.” 

Both extremes — brutality and support — were more accentuated in the Third Reich than in the GDR, a Soviet satel-
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lite state which was never capable of waging war or murdering six million, Fulbrook says: “In the Third Reich you had 
at times enthusiasm for the system with great conviction. In the GDR, you could not see much of such enthusiasm. But 
nor were there concentration and extermination camps on the scale of the Third Reich.”

In her writings, Fulbrook, unlike many other historians of her generation, has always paid attention to both Ger-
manys. A prevailing belief in the West before 1989 that, after Auschwitz, there should never be a German nation again 
“was central to liberal language”, she says. Unification did not come up on the agenda, since it was not regarded as 
“proper”. So the project was given up — rhetorically.

I myself recall a meeting in the summer of 1985 with another German historian, 
Peter Brandt, the son of Willy Brandt, former West German Chancellor. Peter 
Brandt had cowritten a book on the left and the German question (Die Linke und 
die nationale Frage). In our interview he strongly maintained that the Ostpolitik of 
Brandt’s government was not to be seen as an abandonment of the policies of na-
tional unity, a trademark of the SPD in the forties and fifties, but rather as a method 
of coming closer to that goal.

“Brandt’s policies made a big, big difference”, answers Fulbrook. “It really fa-
cilitated the collapse of the system in the East. The step-by-step policy encouraged 
contacts across the border and assisted the rise of unofficial social movements in the GDR. It was just a CDU propagan-
da claim that Brandt had renounced unification. His policy of Ostpolitik instead led to a growing interaction between 
East and West. It promoted self-organization and led to a degree of partial loosening up. In this context, for example, 
the Church-state agreement of 1978 gave churches a semi-autonomous role allowing them to act as a protective um-
brella for dissident voices in the GDR.

“So it wasn’t harmful at all. If anyone was propping up the GDR, it was the CDU/CSU Kohl government. It was even 
Franz Josef Strauss of the CSU who, in 1984, gave financial support to the ailing economy in East Germany.”

etrospectively, unification seems to have been the more or less inevitable outcome, after the demise of the 
old regime. To many Easterners of those days, obviously, it was not. They started to write a new constitution 
for a democratic GDR. Was that a silly idea?

“No, the silly idea was the one-to-one rate of exchange in the single currency reform. In the course of a 
few weeks, people lost their jobs all over the country. One-to-one wasn’t economically viable. Without this it is per-
fectly possible that there could have been a longer period of debate on constitutional matters and on the future of the 
state.”

In an interview not long before my discussion with Fulbrook, Helmut Schmidt, Brandt’s immediate successor as 
SPD Chancellor during the 1970s, admitted that many mistakes had been committed by the conservative Kohl govern-
ment in the process of unification. “Ohne es wirklich zu wollen, haben wir die alte DDR-Industrie plattgemacht”, he 
declared. And he warned about an “Entleerung ländlicher Räume”.6

“Yes, there occurred a sudden rise in unemployment, and worst hit were women in their mid-forties. They lost their 
child care support, they were too young to take early retirement, and too old to be retrained for new jobs.”

In well-paid positions, for instance in the academic world, Westerners came and took over. Christa Wolf, in one of 
her lamentations (Ein Tag im Jahr, from 2003), spoke of a wave of colonization.

Fulbrook wants to differentiate: “The West were imposing a system that worked much better. The subjective experi-
ence of being colonized is one thing; that doesn’t mean you can make a widespread feeling into an analytical tool.”

eading German history, one is struck by the large share of British specialists, which runs counter to common 
wisdom that British historians only bother about Britain. Mary Fulbrook is accompanied by many other out-
standing representatives of her trade, such as Ian Kershaw, Richard J. Evans, Jane Caplan, Christopher Clark, 
Lyndal Roper, Nick Stargardt (albeit the last three of Australian extraction).

“I think it is a combination of biography and the shadow of the war”, says Fulbrook. “Often there is a Continental 
European family background, in the parental generation at least. The second generation starts to think things over.”

She remembers having been appointed to an US-based committee, the Joint Committee on Western Europe ( JCWE) 
of the American Social Science Research Council (SSRC) and the American Council of Learned Societies (ACLS). Five 
committee members, from different disciplines, were gathering for a meeting at the Wissenschaftszentrum in Berlin. 
During a coffee break looking out from the window of the WZB, Fulbrook realized and commented that this part of 
the city, the Kulturforum near Potsdamer Platz, was the place where her mother grew up. Three Americans on the 
committee suddenly also spoke up: they too had roots in Germany: one had a mother from Hamburg, two others had 
fathers from just the same area of Berlin; all were refugees or survivors of Nazi persecution. Only the fifth member of 

“�In the Third Reich you 
had at times enthu-
siasm for the system 
with great conviction.”

interview



26

the committee had no central European roots: he was Canadian. Fulbrook has increasingly noticed the prevalence of 
“second generation” colleagues with a similar background.

So: what is professional often turns out to be personal, though the linkage is not always easy to find. I came to Lon-
don to talk to Fulbrook about a book that hasn’t yet been mentioned in this article. It is a book that has meant a lot of 
pain to her — shock and pain. Now, we shall have to wait a little further. Not only her family background, but also her 
professional training and academic skills are vital for my understanding of her approach and reactions when she wrote 
that book.

It turns out that German studies was not her first choice of subject. She started as a student in Cambridge. Her par-
ents were both academics: her mother a criminologist, German by birth; her father, a crystallographer of Canadian 
origin (“he never learned to speak German fluently”). Her mother wanted her to study economics. Fulbrook quickly 
discovered that economics was meaningless to her, so she turned to other subjects: archaeology and anthropology, 
then social and political sciences. As a graduate student, she went to the US and another Cambridge, to the Depart-
ment of Sociology at Harvard, where Barrington Moore was a major intellectual influence at the time. She did her PhD 
in comparative history under Daniel Bell and, perhaps more significantly, Theda Skopcol. There she studied both Max 

Weber — in fact, there is a nice collection of Weberiana on the shelves of her office at 
Gordon Square — and Karl Marx (“though I was never a Marxist; I didn’t find Marxism 
to be either a coherent body of theory or a politically acceptable program of action”). 
Continental neo-Marxism at that time and place was nevertheless a “very special” 
subject, and Fulbrook smiles, which she often does, when she comes to think of how 
“perhaps six copies of Louis Althusser’s book For Marx were smuggled into the US” 
when she had been on a trip to London and the book was unavailable for purchase in 
the United States.

Having returned to Britain, she completed her dissertation on religion and the rise 
of absolutism in England, Prussia, and Württemberg during the early modern period. 

That landed her smack in the middle of a heated debate on the English Revolution, or Civil War, in the mid 17th century. 
At New Hall (nowadays Murray Edwards) College, Cambridge, she encountered Margot Heinemann, who taught litera-
ture (“a committed communist who never left the Party”); and the Marxist historian Christopher Hill, a former Master 
of Balliol, would now and then “come over from Oxford for lunch”. However, before she could publish her thesis as a 
book (Piety and Politics, 1983), she had to defend herself against revisionist historians such as John Morrill who ques-
tioned the interpretation of the events in England as the outcome of social conflict and revolutionary upheaval. Ful-
brook comments, “he originally savaged my thesis”, but it emerged much strengthened by having to respond explicitly 
to his criticisms.

Starting in her childhood she had traveled a lot in Germany, spending holidays in Bavaria, coming to love Germany, 
the language — it happens, in the course of our interview, that we pick a couple of German words as the most appropri-
ate expression. That made her wonder “why nobody was looking to the other Germany, the GDR”. There was a blind 
spot. And beside the love of Germany, she had felt, “for very long”, the “inexplicability” of the German destiny: “There 
was no time in my life that I didn’t know about the Holocaust.”

In 1983, she was fortunate enough to give birth to a son, followed in 1987 by twins. In the late 1980s, as she contin-
ued to travel around Europe, now with small children in tow, the demise of socialist Germany was imminent. The first 
drafts of her Concise History of Germany, as well as the Divided Nation, were completed during the remarkable year of 
1989, the year of collapse. With minor amendments of tense, putting the GDR into the past, they appeared shortly after 
unification.

ndeed, there are many Germanys. The Germany of her mother was that of the Weimar Republic and the early Nazi 
years. Her mother grew up in Berlin as a German and a Christian — but she also came from an assimilated German-
Jewish family background. In April 1933, after the Nazi takeover, Fulbrook’s mother was forced to leave school and 
was never allowed back again. Having married a practicing Jew, she left Berlin to live in Spain. When the marriage 

broke up she briefly returned but, as an active socialist and a committed Christian, soon realized that she had to leave 
for good and emigrated to England. Her mother had a best friend from her schooldays, Alexandra, who was to become 
Fulbrook’s godmother. Alexandra had an aristocratic background, and in matters of race and politics the girls were in 
sharp disagreement, for instance over how to judge Hitler’s Nuremberg Rally speech in 1935, and so they decided to 
avoid topics that were too sensitive for the friendship to withstand. Though geographically separated, they retained an 
emotional bond, exchanging letters until the war broke out. World War II interrupted their communication, but a few 
years after the war they reestablished relations.

“A precondition for continuing the friendship was never to talk politics again”, comments Fulbrook.
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“�What is professional 
often turns out to be 
personal, though the 
linkage is not always 
easy to find.”

Surveillance might have been the most commonly shared activity! It takes many to uphold a totalitarian system.
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That silence allowed the development of a family myth. Fulbrook later in life was to discover the real story in the 
most terrifying way.

“I was physically shocked”, she says. “My mother had always thought that the conservative Alexandra, my godmoth-
er, had been in the Resistance. I discovered after her death that Alexandra’s husband, a man whom I knew well, had 
in fact been a middle-range Nazi functionary. We had known nothing about his Nazi party membership, or that he as a 
civil servant had actually been part of and supported the Nazi system.”

Alexandra’s husband, Udo Klausa, was born in 1910, in the Prussian area of Silesia, near Katowice. His career goal 
was to become a regional administrator, just like his father who was a Landrat in the town of Leobschütz (today: 
Głubczyce). In early 1940, Udo Klausa himself was appointed Landrat in the Polish town of Będzin (renamed Bendsburg 
under Nazi occupation) in a border region in Eastern Upper Silesia, a few months after the German occupation of that 
part of Poland. His mission was to “Germanize”, to “cleanse” this land from its Jewish inhabitants, integrating it into 
the new expanded Greater German Reich. Right from the start this was a dirty and murderous task, and Fulbrook, in 
her book called A Small Town Near Auschwitz, is very keen to stress that large-scale killings in the East did not begin only 
with the German assault on the Soviet Union in 1941 but was an integral part of Nazi policy from the very first days of 
the war in 1939:

In Poland in 1939 it was clearly the case that violence against civilians, indeed mass murder of civilians, was 
planned, premeditated, and carried out right from the very start, but perhaps with some passing pretence 
at quasi-militaristic “legitimation” through notions of “partisan warfare”, “provocation”, or “reprisal”.7

Będzin, a town of 54,000 people, of whom almost one half were Jewish, had been both an economic and a cultural 
center of Jewish life in Western Poland before the war. All that came to a brutal end in the course of a few years, with 
the burning of the synagogue filled with people, followed by the humiliation, degradation, deportation and eventu-
ally mass murder of its Jews. And all that was carried out not only by military Einsatzgruppen but also as a result of 
the policies enacted by civil servants, of which the Landrat was the most important one in the town of Będzin and the 
surrounding county of the same name. He was on the frontline; he knew perfectly well what was going on in nearby 
Auschwitz. And he certainly did not protest; on the contrary, Klausa helped pave the way for the atrocities: he pursued 
and supported policies of the expropriation, ghettoization, and starvation of the Jews, easing the eventual process of 
deportation and murder. Nazi policies in this area had tragic as well as grotesque consequences: at one stage Jews were 
evicted from their homes in Auschwitz and forced to settle in the ghetto in Bedzin — just to be “re-transported back to 
their home town to be murdered in the gas chambers of Auschwitz-Birkenau”.8

ulbrook’s book is a detailed study of how this enterprise was completed, and actually one of the first ever to 
focus on the middle-level bureaucracy within the Nazi hierarchy.

It has been possible only through meticulous archival research, but not everything could easily be looked 
up in the archives of official institutions. Fulbrook found to her dismay that Udo Klausa, her godmother’s hus-

band, had joined the NSDAP in February 1933, just three weeks after Hitler’s coming to power, and at the same time be-
came a member of the SA, having applied for membership in December 1932. In 1936 he wrote an ugly tract, Rasse und 
Wehrrecht (Race and Military Law), which obviously promoted his career, and he became a Landrat at the young age of 
thirty — often behaving in a highly conformist manner to demonstrate his loyalty in order to become a permanent of-
ficial. Fulbrook quotes from the ’36 tract:

Today there is barely any nation that is made up of a pure race any more [...]. The law must contribute 
to the process by which the more valuable hereditary elements are constantly secured. This takes place 
through positive furtherance of the racially most valuable people, and through negative selection of the 
degenerate.9

It goes without saying: nobody is forced to write such rubbish.

But how did she find out?

“It would not have worked without Google”, answers Fulbrook. “The only hard copy I could find belonged to the 
old Staatsbibliothek in what had been East Berlin, and it was the Internet that made that finding possible. Otherwise it 
would have been a lost publication.”

What had been concealed in Udo Klausa’s history, or had been a “lapse of memory”, now came to the fore. After 
the war, Klausa went to great efforts to diminish his role as a key figure in the regional administration, having been, he 
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maintained, one of the “decent” Nazis, for instance when he claimed that he had joined the party in order to fight the 
“riffraff” from within when it became impossible to do it from outside the party. However, Fulbrook is able to discredit 
him on point after point. He did not simply pay lip service to the cause of National Socialism. He took advantage of 
his position, and even if he was not a fanatic, a leading player, or a policymaker, he was without question an energetic 
and loyal administrator. “Not everyone was a perpetrator in the obvious sense of committing direct acts of physical 
violence”, Fulbrook states in her book, “or directly giving the orders that unleashed such violence.”10 Apart from perpe-
trators, victims and bystanders, you have to include functionaries and beneficiaries in the socio-political scheme. They 
were more than mere fellow travelers. Alexandra and her husband moved into a villa that had been robbed from its 
owner — “the Jew Schein, a big industrialist who fled in time” (Alexandra in a letter to an acquaintance).11 A Landrat in 
annexed territories, following directly after the outbreak of war, writes Fulbrook, “had to oversee crucial issues related 
to population planning, the mapping, expropriation, and acquisition of confiscated estates and properties, strategies 
for the ‘Germanization’ of previously Polish territories, and implementation of a whole gamut of racial policies”12. And 
she can demonstrate that Klausa willingly did exactly that.

he Klausa story is full of horrifying facts. It plays out in a corner of Europe that had been contested — not least 
militarily contested — throughout history, by Austrians, Prussians, and Poles alike. In the vicinity are the 
partly destroyed sites of the Counts of Henckel von Donnersmarck, a once fabulously rich family in Imperial 
Germany in the 19th and early 20th centuries, who owned castles, land, mines, and ironworks here — and who, 

by the way, were the ancestors of the film director who appears on the first lines of this article.
But the story continues. After the war, Udo Klausa miraculously escapes the justice of the victors by hiding.
“He should have been placed in an automatic arrest category”, explains Fulbrook. “Instead he hid for the first years 

after the war, then when it was safe to emerge started his efforts at self-exculpation. It is a sickening story. It made me 
very angry.”

It seems that the Klausa family took rescue at the palatial moated estate of an aristocratic friend to whom Alexandra, 
Fulbrook’s godmother, had connections. Alexandra’s children also received tutoring along with the children of Marion 
Gräfin Dönhoff, who was to become the renowned editor-in-chief of the leading West German weekly Die Zeit.

Even so, Alexandra sent letters to Mary’s mother complaining about the lack of food in postwar Germany — not men-
tioning that this was in part because her husband Udo was in hiding, and thus without a ration card. “My mother was 
sending care packages to them.”

And what happened to Udo Klausa himself?

“It is the very typical story: a Nazi conformer becoming a democratic conformer.”13

In 1954, he is back as a regional administrator, without having been interrogated, fined or put in prison; nor was he 
banned from reentry into the civil service. He then takes up the post as director of a recently created Landschaftsver-
band in North-Rhine Westphalia, a governmental body with a staff, eventually, of some 12,000 employees.

He was “clearly uncomfortable about his past”, writes Fulbrook. Klausa himself claimed, in retrospect, that, in the 
thirties and forties, he became “increasingly uncomfortable with the political context in which he had sought to pursue 
his long-held dream of following in his father’s footsteps as Landrat”.14

His family defended him with silence and excuses. They trusted him, and believed his stories about the past. In this 
too, this is a typical German family tale. ≈
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The concept 
of transition 
in transition

he fall of the Soviet Union (USSR) also spelled the virtual 
death of Sovietology — the Cold War era area study of 
Soviet-style societies and politics.1 If Sovietologists were 
not to throw in the towel, it would seem they had to face 

the choice of either refocusing on the few remains of communism 
outside Europe or continuing to apply their older theories to the 
new realities emerging within the post-Soviet bloc.2 However, 
some Sovietologists, notably of a younger generation, identified  
a third option. This involved contributing to what within the  
social sciences at the time was evolving as a new interdisciplinary 
research field, concerned with countries defined to be in a state 
of economic, political, legal, and social “transition”. By assimilat-
ing a new paradigm, one could renew one’s position within the 
academic infrastructure in which new journals, conferences, 
textbooks, curricula, and research centers started to capitalize on 
“transition” — the new catchword of the day.3 The “Kremlinology” 
characteristic of much of traditional Sovietology, in which one 
had tended to compensate for the scarcity of data by extensive 
theorizing, often with a predilection for retrospective and “totali-
tarian” perspectives, was thus exchanged for explanatory models 
of a more empiricist kind, some of them having been applied to 
post-authoritarian regimes in Southern Europe and Latin America 

some fifteen years earlier.4

The lion’s share of the new “transitologists” was not, however, 
made up of reforming ex-Sovietologists, but more so of new schol-
ars who did not, like the previous area specialists, necessarily have 
a background as experts on communism, the former Eastern Bloc, 
or Slavonic languages, but rather were included by being com-
parativists in a more general sense.5

Postcommunist transitology could be characterized as a more or 
less autonomous interdisciplinary social science approach,6 albeit 
inspired by an anticipating global transitology of so-called third 
wave democratization.7 The process of change in the postcom-
munist world could, according to many of the new transitologists, 
instructively be compared with earlier cases of “transitions”, but 
was also seen to exhibit unique characteristics (implying a trajec-
tory from totalitarian communism rather than authoritarian capi-
talism), suggesting a need for organizing new academic platforms 
and networks.

The aim of this essay is two-fold. In part, the purpose is to criti-
cally analyze manifestations of 1990s postcommunist transitology, 
and to a lesser extent the postcommunist transitology of the early 
2000s. Furthermore, the intention is to critically compare the 
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postcommunist concept of transition to the concept of transition 
in historical materialism prevalent in Soviet ideology up until 
1991. On the basis of the conceptualizations that are being recon-
structed, I go on to reflect upon the development around the fall 
of the USSR. I do this by looking at the postcommunist concept of 
transition from the viewpoint of its communist equivalent. In so 
doing, I attempt to give an account of a research program of the 
social sciences from the viewpoint of the humanities, trying to 
demonstrate a reciprocal need for historical reflexivity. An analysis 
of the conceptual foundation of transitology, it is argued, permits 
a better understanding of the premises of the conceptualization 
of the post-Soviet bloc, and how these condition the “pre-under-
standing” of development in this particular area.

Defining (teleological) transitology
When applied to the post-Soviet bloc, the term transition has func-
tioned as part of an explanatory framework for conceptualizing, 
standardizing, and analyzing the changeover from autocratic com-
munism to democratic capitalism.8 If the Western scholar initially 
was able to present the authoritative theory about the purpose of 
the process, his Central-Eastern European colleague was instru-
mental for its transmission and implementation,9 besides provid-
ing a helping hand in the accumulation of empirical data.

Talking about (postcommunist) transitology as a unitary phe-
nomenon is, however, not unproblematic. Jordan Gans-Morse 
has convincingly demonstrated that research on transition gener-
ally has not been carried out within one and the same paradigm, 
other than in the eyes of some critics.10 Accordingly, the analysis 
undertaken in this essay does not concern transitology in general 
but is restricted to manifestations of “transitology” which could 
be seen as teleological, and special attention is paid to the more 
radical approaches. Teleological transitology is here understood as 
transition research in which regime change appears as purpose-
ful, preordained and therefore predictable, virtually unstoppable, 
and impelled by a future goal. The essential feature of teleological 
transitology is that it structures analysis from the viewpoint of a 
defined end of the transition process.

Teleology might thus be understood as reversed causality. In 
Aristotelian physics, ultimately the final, not the mechanical, 
cause drives development toward its end (telos).11 Teleological 
tendencies will hopefully become evident by examining cases in 
a number of frequently cited sources of political and economic 
transitology, written by some renowned scholars.12 In order to 
analyze the conceptual foundation of transitology, a hermeneutic 
method has been chosen, one that consists of a close reading and 
a contextualization, the former, however, being more critical than 
empathetic. The method is further characterized by historical 
comparisons of a few authoritative philosophical works along 
with theoretical reflections on the conceptualizations of transition 
which are expressed therein. These conceptualizations are then 
related and contrasted to the examples from postcommunist re-
search on transition, within the framework of a general ideological 
contextualization.

Usually, economic and political transitions are studied from 

different disciplinary horizons, characterized by specific theories 
and methods. Although political transitology might have produced 
a more extensive meta-theoretical discussion and less orthodox 
teleology,13 here I will try to assimilate economic and political tran-
sitology in order to demonstrate their similar implications. This 
analytical collapse, it is argued, is partly justified not only by the 
fact that economic and political transitologists both structure their 
study object by means of concepts such as breakdown, reforms, 
liberalization, breakthrough, transition, stabilization, and consoli-
dation. Transitologists of both disciplines, besides focusing on the 
same area and period, generally equate command economy and 
the one-party state, as well as market economy and democracy, 
although they don’t necessarily regard the equivalencies as inter-
nally linked.14 Regarding economic transitology, I am particularly 
interested in scholarship with a bias toward what has been charac-
terized as (neoliberal) shock therapy.

In the present text, however, it is not only political science and 
economic science which are brought together. Sometimes it is 
hard to maintain a distinction between transition scholarship and 
politics. This ambiguity arises partly from the fact that the differ-
ence is not always maintained by the transitologists themselves, 
not to mention their critics, who can fluctuate between the differ-
ent roles of analyst and agitator. Sometimes, but far from always, 
the one who is thinking the transition is also doing the transition.15 
Various forms of transitology have been constituted academically 
in conjunction with policy-making.

During the last decade, a substantial body of literature has 
emerged that is critical towards not only transitology’s supposed 
positivist ethos but also its theoretical premises, notably the al-
leged Western bias and an unconditional commitment to democ-
ratization, as well as a privileging of structures and the game-theo-
retic focus on the maneuverings of elites.16 However, my point that 
transition models retain continuities with the past has also been 
made before, in various contexts. The argument that the seem-
ingly neoliberal project of the post-Soviet transition from commu-
nism to capitalism is basically Bolshevism in reverse has perhaps 
been made most vehemently by Peter Reddaway and Dmitri Glin-
ski.17 Even so, my claim that postsocialist transitions have parallels 
in previous Soviet transitions is qualified differently. Instead of 
simply stressing resemblance in supposed ideological fanaticism, 
rhetorical intransigency or catastrophic outcomes, I try to trace 
the common philosophical roots and reconstruct the structural 
similarities between communist and postcommunist transitolo-
gy’s theoretico-ideological claims, on a deeper conceptual level. In 
so doing I try to cite some instructive examples which many times 
tend to be absent in common critiques of transitology.18

Reconstructing the meta-theory  
of postcommunist transitology
The concept of transition has been used as a tool not only to 
describe but also to guide19 a particular, sometimes purposive 
process, occurring during the so-called “Transition Era”,20 in 
certain kinds of countries that traditionally have not followed the 
liberal road of modernization toward pluralistic democracies and 
free markets. The concept of transition implies an expectation of 
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hypotheses, which could be tested directly against an experience 
continuously unrolling in front of the eyes of the transitologist. 
However, due to the force of tradition, development in some coun-
tries of the post-Soviet bloc appeared to be either particularly facil-
itated or obstructed. Nevertheless, it was the lack that many times 
remained a constant, while the prerequisites for transcending it 
may have varied. In the long run, the question was, in some cases, 
not so much about how much as how little country x had become a 
consolidated democracy and market economy.26

Eastern Europe in Western  
intellectual history
Lack, shortage, or absence, as representational forms, are worth 
noting, since the image of “Eastern Europe”, with its roots in 
the secularist degradation of a supposedly static, despotic, and 
oriental Byzantium during the 18th century, is often contrasted to 
Western European advances that Eastern Europe on the whole 
supposedly lacks.27 These advances are usually thought to consist 
in knowledge of Roman law, civil society institutions, individual-
ism, the Renaissance, the Scientific Revolution, the early modern 
economic expansion, and the Enlightenment. The prominent his-
torian Philip Longworth exemplifies this tendency in his thematic 
representation of Eastern Europe. He characterizes a number 
of institutions and traditions that are associated with Western 
Europe, and asks what the consequences are of their absence for 
development in Eastern Europe.28 Consequently, if one accepts the 
conclusion drawn by Lucan A. Way, it is not surprising that “non-
democracies [in transitological literature] have often been defined 
more in terms of what they are not than of what they are”.29

In this way, teleological transitology encourages counterfactual 
historiography. The desirable institutions ultimately appear to 
be thoroughly homogenous and, consequently, transplantable to 
other contexts. The perspective, which is congruent with Adam 
Smith’s idea of an invisible hand, forces, by necessity, a produc-
tion of alternative explanations for the fact that some of the 
countries under scrutiny do not develop with sufficient speed or 
even go astray: If only they would have had this or that tradition, 
or implemented this or that reform, or if they would not suffer 
so much from corruption, then it would have been possible to 
achieve a vibrant democracy and a prosperous market economy 
much faster.30

Transitology’s methodology has been likened by some to mak-
ing a checklist.31 Searching for empirical indices in relation to 
standards of monitoring organizations such as Freedom House 
seems to work fine when documenting progress on an externally 
defined trajectory (as is the case when EU candidates try to meet 
the union’s convergence criteria), but fares worse when one is ana-
lyzing non-teleological change and the sustainability of new forms 
of semi-authoritarian “hybrid” regimes. The quantitative nature 
of transitology, reflected in its dependence on the accumulation of 
vast amounts of data produced by international monitoring, audit-
ing, and scrutinizing organizations,32 is, I would suggest, to a cer-
tain extent reinforced by the tangible semantics of transition itself, 
and may, possibly, have facilitated certain ideological perspectives 
at the expense of others.33 The teleological focus on absence, char-

democratization and marketization and can thus only be meaning-
fully applied to countries in which there is, or recently has been, a 
substantial mandate for Western modernization. A semantic char-
acteristic of transition is that it tends to be defined in several dis-
courses from the viewpoint of the objectives to be realized, which 
is one reason why it might carry teleological connotations. If the 
endpoint signifies the fulfillment of a certain number of formalized 
criteria, the starting point represents an absence of these.

In some cases, perhaps not representative for the study of 
transition among political scientists in general, but nevertheless 
illustrative of a transitological approach taken to its extreme, the 
transition to democracy and capitalism appears as “quite simple, 
even natural” and can in essence only be obstructed temporarily 
and then by external force — much in line with Fukuyama’s seduc-
tive prediction of the end of history.21

A more cautious and nuanced view on transition, with an em-
phasis on inherent uncertainties, contingent alternatives, and 
variations in outcome, was expressed in the studies of the early 
phase of “third wave” democratization,22 and has certainly been 
passed on to many researchers who have studied transitions of 
a later phase, postcommunism. Within this part of transitology, 
development is not exclusively judged from the point of view of 
its end, in terms of success (or non-success).23 From this perspec-
tive, the Eastern European transition does not necessarily imply 
a hypothesized, utopian, closed-ended destination, but is rather 
conceptualized in terms of what critics of teleological transitology 
would like to see as actual, open-ended, processes of transforma-
tion, in which the introduction of new elements always takes place 
“in combination with adaptations, rearrangements, permutations, 
and reconfigurations of existing institutional forms [...]”.24

Transitology not only presupposes a movement between a pre-
ceding and a succeeding state, but also contains a global or holistic 
dimension. Even if transitions usually are not considered natural, 
the notion is not uncommon that it is advantageous to compare 
them, since they are posited to correspond to, or alternatively 
diverge from, a general transition pattern, for example the third 
“wave”. Thomas Carothers holds that the social scientists’ alleged 
transition paradigm includes a presumption that the transition 
from authoritarianism to democracy progresses in a particular 
sequence,25 which, one might add, also is valid for many transition 
studies within economics. First there is an opening (cracks within 
the dictatorial regime appear accompanied by limited attempts at 
liberalization). Then follows a breakthrough (the regime collapses 
and a new system emerges), which finally evolves into a consolida-
tion or stabilization (democratic forms turn into democratic sub-
stance through parliamentary reforms and a strengthening of civil 
society and market institutions). Carothers is not only critical of a 
supposed inclination to jump into an analysis of the (teleologically 
defined) consolidation phase. He is also generally critical toward 
the model’s alleged sequential and predictable character.

The collapse of communism constituted an unparalleled 
resource of political and economic comparative possibilities. 
The metaphysical approximations put forward in the classics of 
political economy could now be converted into operationalizable 
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acteristic of thinking in terms of a checklist, has likely 
delayed the impact of alternative theories, such as 
those about (post-authoritarian) hybrid regimes.34 
Several more or less authoritarian, or at least semi-
authoritarian, post-Soviet countries have for perhaps 
far too long been described by some researchers as 
“transitional countries”, that is, democracies in the 
making.35 Mono-linearity and the taking for granted of a 
closed-ended development have, I contend, encouraged 
ad-hoc hypotheses about temporary hindrances and oppos-
ing forces, thus concealing an alternative logic of the events. The 
language of transition may therefore have amplified indications 
of democratic and market economy potentials and trends. The 
political scientist and international relations expert John Mueller 
contended in 1996 that “most of the postcommunist countries 
of central and eastern Europe [had] essentially completed their 
transition to democracy and capitalism [...]”. They were in fact, he 
continued, “already full-fledged democracies [...]”.36 What was on 
the agenda now, he concluded, was not radical change but actual 
consolidation of already existing democracy and capitalism. Para-
doxically, it has sometimes appeared as if the projected transition 
to democracy and a market economy not only was on the horizon, 
but also was achieved, at least hypothetically or anticipatorily.37 
The idea of a completed transition thus seems to be strengthened 
by its very prediction or even articulation. In the words of the re-
nowned American sociologist Edward A. Tiryakian, the post-1989 
transition to liberal democracy, if one excludes China and does 
not take into account variables of fundamentalism and national-
ism, “is truly a miracle of epic historical proportion”.38

Communist “transitology”
— What is socialism? It’s the painful transition from capitalism to 
capitalism. This joke was widely spread in Eastern Europe during 
the collapse of communism. It certainly reveals some historical 
irony but also indicates a characteristic circularity and termino-
logical continuity. Although the concept of transition, as it is ap-
plied to East-Central Europe, has essentially become synonymous 
with a postcommunist development, it is instructive to note that 
the Soviet project, according to its own self-characterization, was 
defined in terms of transition. The Soviet state was a “transitional” 
one (perekhodnoe gosudarstvo), and socialism as such constituted 
a transition from capitalism to communism.39 This definition had a 
polemical intent, with respect to the view supposedly held by the 
bourgeoisie of the social order as natural and everlasting.40

Perestroika, as well, from 1985—1991, was frequently officially 
defined as a transition between different historical stages.41 Ironi-
cally, perestroika was increasingly perceived by its liberal critics 
during 1990 and 1991 as something that restrained the real transi-
tion, that is, the transition toward a market economy.42 The very 
concept of transition, figuratively speaking, was hence undergoing 
its own transition, alongside so many other Soviet concepts.43

The representation of transition, as is obvious in the Soviet 
case, possesses a quality which in a sense accelerates develop-
ment and, as we are about to see, transforms the present into a po-
tential past, whose possible raison d’être lies in its capacity to be at 

the service of the future. Transition 
thus destroys (the past), but also 
produces (the future). Whoever 
successfully applies the concept 
of transition to a given situation 
achieves the privilege of formulat-

ing the agenda and defining the 
common problems. When the con-

cept finally takes off, our expectations 
are given a special structure.

It is not surprising that Vladimir Lenin, upon 
his return to Russia after the February revolution in 1917, defined 
development in terms of transition.44 According to Lenin, the 
distinguishing characteristic of the situation at the time was that 
it consisted of a transition, a transition from the first stage of the 
revolution — where the bourgeoisie had taken power in the ab-
sence of an enlightened proletariat — to its second stage, where 
power needed to be transferred to the lowest social strata (or, one 
might add, their self-proclaimed representatives), who by then 
must, in one way or another, have improved their revolutionary 
consciousness.

The persuasive metaphor of transition is well chosen since 
it sanctions development without necessarily recognizing its 
current status. The (condemned) past and the (praised) future 
are positioned in an oppositional relation. Lenin’s audience is 
thereby placed within a process whereby the present — as actual-
ity — is emptied of justification, which naturally affects the newly 
established bourgeois order. It is hence not only the past that is 
negated. Even if actual development achieves an epic dramaturgy, 
with a beginning and an end, it also loses some of its authenticity. 
Gorbachev’s definition of perestroika as transition rendered the 
contemporary institutions originating from the Brezhnev era, 
which he criticized, obsolete. If the concept is articulated success-
fully, the present is emptied of significance. It is then only per-
estroika (or its content) — in Lenin’s case the second, transitional, 
stage of the revolution — that can give the unsatisfactory present 
new direction and legitimacy. Meaning is thus created by locating 
the present in the shadow of a dark past, which is negated by the 
promise of a brighter future.45

Lenin labeled the passage between capitalism and socialism with 
the word transition (perekhod).46 Later on, the concept of transi-
tion was used in order to comprehend the passages between the 
internal stages of socialism and, finally, the qualitative change of 
socialism into communism. Indeed, the whole “science” of histori-
cal materialism might, if one likes, be rendered as a form of “tran-
sitology” in its own right.47 With this taken into consideration, it 
is argued that the (temporary) success of implementing the term 
transition among post-Soviet citizens, in connection with the fall 
of the USSR, denoting a change from a command economy to a 
market economy, should be seen in relation to the previously om-
nipresent communist usage of the term “transition”. Even some 
structural aspects of the semantics of the Soviet concept of transi-
tion, as we are about to see, seemed to survive the collapse of com-
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munism and the Soviet system and were to constitute influential 
connotations of the postcommunist transition in the early 1990s.

Communism and neoliberalism
The USSR was ultimately a project of transition, socialism in itself 
being something provisional. The transitory character was cited 
by the early Bolsheviks in order to legitimize a repressive order 
“temporarily” allowed to oppress capitalists, intellectuals and 
other petty-bourgeois elements, that is, the so-called oppressors 
from the ancien régime, until the day that actual communism 
could be realized.48 Likewise, several postcommunist politicians, 
and to some extent also scholars with a neoliberal bias, seemed 
willing to defend virtually any social cost of development with 
reference to the omnipotent “Transition”. (Naturally, this should 
have been more common among those who essentially affirmed a 
particular political agenda only in the name of transitology.) The 
massive flight of capital, the plundering of natural resources and 
the nepotistic relocation of state property in Russia during the first 
half of the 1990s — which hardly can be said to agree with market 
economy ideals — were legitimized as a part of the “Transition”.49 
In Soviet rhetoric it is not surprising that words like “turning 
point” (povorot), “overturn” (perevorot), “revolution”, “accelera-
tion”, “progress”, “stage”, “level”, and “leap” were so common. 
This kind of transitional conceptualizing sanctions frequent albeit 
abrupt movements where it is possible to overcome the past and 
irreversibly commit to the future — something that always neces-
sitates some degree of sacrifice. Even if this idea has to some ex-
tent been an integral cognitive structure of the modern project in 
general since the 18th century,50 it played a particularly constitutive 
role in the Soviet project. Perhaps, then, it is not by accident that 
post-Soviet economic and political rhetoric of the 1990s has often 
employed a terminology that reflects a structural analogy with 
traditional Marxist discourses: The future will become radically dif-
ferent, although real change only occurs in great leaps. With the help 
of knowledge about the laws of economic or political history, develop-
ment can be accelerated.

What is being suggested here is the idea that this structural simi-
larity may have facilitated a neoliberal discourse on transition to 
achieve a hegemonic status, perhaps particularly among the post-

Soviet political elite in Boris Yeltsin’s Russia. Certainly, 
an abundance of persuasive aphorisms were 

used not only by political advocates of shock 
therapy, but also by transitological econo-

mists in the early 1990s, which might 
well have appealed to a Lenin or a Stalin 
(when justifying revolution or collectiv-
ization). Phrases like “you cannot cross 
a chasm in two jumps” and “you don’t 
pull teeth slowly”,51 are congruent with 
the denotation of transition, that is, 

the irreversibly absolute and essentially 
abrupt passage from one condition, loca-

tion, or earlier stage of development, to 
another.

Perhaps not coincidentally, Philippe C. Schmitter and Terry 
Lynn Karl, two prominent transitologists, once attempted to “can-
onize” Machiavelli as transitology’s progenitor. First and foremost, 
they attributed this position to Machiavelli by virtue of his modern 
perception of political outcomes as essentially artifactual and con-
tingent, albeit uncertain, products of human action.52 Additionally, 
one could emphasize his rationalist understanding of the actor-
centric, intentional, “possibilistic”, calculable, and directed char-
acter of regime shifts.53 Even though political change, according 
to Machiavelli, is 50% subject to unpredictable fortune, the latter 
can, to a certain extent, be manipulated by virile and adventurous 
statesmen. This formula expresses a kind of reconciliation be-
tween voluntarism and determinism that we also find in modern 
transitology.54 However, also Machiavelli’s analytical split between 
what in retrospect could be seen as raison d’état politics and com-
mon sense ethics,55 is instructive in the genealogy of postcommu-
nist, as well as communist discourses on transition, many of which 
could be expressed in the formula: “Whatever helps in the struggle 
is good; whatever hinders, is bad.”

The above maxim could certainly have been voiced so as to release 
an Italian Renaissance prince from the restrictions of Christian 
conscience and pity, but it was, in fact, actually written 400 years 
later by the Bolsheviks to legitimize the brutality by which the Rus-
sian proletariat should establish its dictatorship.56 The neoliberal 
interpretation of the process of economic transition also presup-
poses an idea that moral ends can excuse immoral means. “Hard” 
and “undemocratic” measures in Russia during the 1990s were, 
according to the influential transition economist Anders Åslund, 
not only necessary practically in the process of reform implemen-
tation, but also historically legitimate, with the increasing expecta-
tion of future democratization taken into account. The lack of po-
litical freedoms and rights were, as presented by Åslund, excused 
with the notion that these freedoms and rights would eventually 
follow in the wake of the economic freedom currently being imple-
mented. The faster the short-term transition in the present, the 
lower the long run social costs.57

What could appear as undemocratic decision-making should 
according to Åslund be understood in the context of Russia’s un-
democratic past. A culture of democratic compromise, presum-
ably in contrast to a real market economy, needs time to develop. 
Russia’s traditions hence called for a more “robust and radical 
approach” than what was needed in for example East-Central 
Europe. In Russia’s case it would have been, according to Åslund, 
“lethal to hesitate or move slowly”.58

Hegel — and the negation of negation
The Soviet concept of transition, denoting the change from quan-
tity to quality, not only has an indirect origin in Hegel by virtue of 
its occurrence in Marx (the latter being a disciple of the former). 
When, in 1914, Lenin conducted his close reading of Hegel’s Sci-
ence of Logic, he didn’t simply implicitly plea for the integration of 
the great idealist into the Soviet canon, but also identified Hegel’s 
concept of Übergang (transition) as perhaps the most important 
concept in dialectics.59 Lenin claims, as does Hegel, that every-
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thing in reality is mediated and linked together through transi-
tions. According to him, it is when one understands the transitions 
that the radical element in Hegel’s thought appears, namely the 
possibility of thinking negation — or contradiction — as an imma-
nent part of the system.60 Although it is possible — if one does not 
take into account Machiavelli’s sixteenth-century doctrines on 
how to obtain and maintain power — to draw a relatively straight 
line from Condorcet’s eighteenth-century idea of social progress, 
Lamarck’s and Darwin’s nineteenth-century teachings on natural 
evolution, through 1950s modernization theories, to the 1970s 
democratization concept of Dankwart Rustow, it is precisely in 
Hegel’s work that some of the premises of the Soviet usage of the 
concept of transition, from Lenin to Gorbachev, become visible.

Transition is essentially a relation, which is constituted by op-
position. In a transition, we find the later condition’s negation of 
the former. Ontologically, the most fundamental categories, that 
is, being and non-being, constitute an inseparable unity, which 
gives rise to permanent transition and becoming. According to 
Hegel, any single entity contains its own opposite. Since being, 
which in its pure form is empty of determination, also includes 
non-being, becoming constitutes a kind of a determined synthe-
sis.61

Transitions arise through dialectical tensions. A common char-
acteristic in transitions is that they lead from the lower toward 
the higher.62 In a transition, a qualitatively new state of things is at 
stake. Communism, the final goal of the Soviet project, does not, 
however, if we are to believe its ideologists, contain any dialectical 
or qualitative transitions. This is due not only to cessation of the 
class struggle, but also to oppositions and negations becoming 
totally alien, since there is no longer any need to make class-based 
distinctions between human beings.63 The transitions during slave 
society, feudalism, capitalism, and socialism are, according to his-
torical materialism, brought about by the tensions and demands 
of class society. For that reason, communism does not know of any 
transition, and therefore signifies the end of history.

Given that any transition, at least in Lenin’s interpretation of 
Hegel, is about the later condition’s negation of the previous one, 
it becomes intelligible why Gorbachev, like all his predecessors, 
was so obsessed with criticizing previous mistakes — the “mistak-
ers”, however, being represented in an Aesopian language. If 
for Gorbachev the flaws were conveyed as the “deformations” 
and “stagnation” of socialism,64 tacitly attributable to the rule 
of Brezhnev, Brezhnev himself had repeatedly preferred to talk 
about “voluntarism” and “subjectivism”,65 thereby putting the 
blame on Khrushchev. In Khrushchev’s case, what prevented the 
building of communism had been the “personality cult” of Stalin, 
and those atrocities it had concealed and begotten.66

In a notoriously critical assessment of late Soviet reforms, the 
chemistry teacher and Stalinist Nina Andreyeva exclaimed the fol-
lowing:

I would very much like to understand who needed to en-
sure, and why, that every prominent leader of the party 
Central Committee and the Soviet government — once 

they were out of office — was compromised and discred-
ited [...]? Where are the origins of this passion of ours to 
undermine the prestige and dignity of the leaders of the 
world’s first country of socialism?67

Andreyeva’s call not only reflects resentment or frustration but 
also reveals the negative nature of the dialectic of Soviet transi-
tions, which in turn can be seen as a way of coping with a univer-
sal condition of modernity. Modern temporality namely contains 
a paradox: Why doesn’t history develop linearly in accordance 
with its immanent forces and in line with scientific prognoses? In 
all revolutions, there has been a problem that those who are to 
build the new order were socialized during the ancien régime.68 
During one of his many moments of tactical retreats, Lenin 
proposed that socialism’s dependence on capitalism was to be 
re-interpreted as a positive resource: The future could only be 
built “with the hands of one’s enemy”.69 Rather than neglecting 
(or extinguishing) all cadres of bourgeois engineers, one should 
make use of their competence for one’s own purpose. As I see it, 
transitology, communist and postcommunist alike, provides a 
solution to the problem of non-linear temporality, since develop-
ment is believed to be dependent on its antitheses. A transition 
must take its beginning in the position it negates, and therefore 
continuously reproduce it — most importantly, for the sake of its 
own legitimacy. In the case of communist transitology, in contrast 
to its postcommunist counterpart, one is also trying to persuade 
oneself that the remains of the energies of the earlier system, in 
a somewhat mysterious way, can be selectively transformed and 
channeled into the new system.

Hence, dialectical transitions can only be brought about if they 
are loaded with antagonistic energies. One of the essential mean-
ings that Gorbachev extracted from perestroika, while simulta-
neously defining it as a “transition”, was precisely “negation”, 
as well as “negation of negation”.70 That which was negated was 
the deformations of socialism, which should set the present free 
from the problems which had been generated in the past. Ironi-
cally, postcommunist transitology as well has often adopted an 
attitude of pure negation toward the order it has transcended in 
its analyses, and a hierarchy between different historical stages 
has been established, which I see as reminiscent of Marx’s histori-
cal materialism as well as Hegel’s dialectical logic. The antithesis 
must by definition be criticized but also reproduced. The roots of 
current problems — that is the antithesis — are, accordingly, de-
rived and defined backwards not only in communist, but also in 
postcommunist transitology. According to Åslund, it is when the 
prevailing paradigm (of the old generation) appears as out-of-date 
that the public’s acceptance for shock therapy can increase.71 The 
old knowledge producers appear obsolete only when they are 
confronted by the new producers of knowledge, and vice versa. 
Furthermore, a similar kind of symmetry between a “presentist” 
historiography and a teleological “futurology” could be identified. 
Perhaps in jest, but also, in a historical sense, ironically, more than 
a few post-Soviet transitological studies have been modeled on 
older narratives, indicated in their titles.72

Gorbachev tried to transform and improve the system – instead he turned out to be the one to bury it.
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the domestic past. The concept of transition might in this context 
conceal that the perestroika matrix was essentially horizontal 
and symmetrical. It was only in 1990, if not 1991, that a change of 
system eventually became a part of the general agenda in Soviet 
Russia. The idea that the USSR should follow a Western model was 
thus not yet ubiquitous. On the contrary, there were even promi-
nent scholars in the West who believed that Soviet perestroika 
instead should be spread to the rest of the world.78 The historio-
graphical assimilation of perestroika into the 1990s logic of events 
is problematic since the former is a bygone past in our very pres-
ent. That era was the scene of a staging of a political project irrevo-
cably exhausted. The perestroika project was launched in a con-
text and a historiography in which “communism”, for example, 
still enjoyed some, albeit small, sense of international legitimacy, 
which it indisputably does not today. The point is that if perestroi-
ka is understood as the first stage of post-Soviet transition, one 
must take into account that history is reconstructed backwards 
and that development is reduced to a formal, if not teleological 
scheme. When applying the postcommunist concept of transition 
to (late) Soviet conditions, there is a dual risk of blurring our own 
concept of transition with the Soviet equivalent and tending to 
substitute the authentic horizon of expectation of the Gorbachev 
era with our own, which is essentially different, and that makes 
many past actions and policies appear as irrational. The results of 
the historical process, or its retroactively defined goals, have come 
to determine how we perceive the process as such.

Anders Åslund, who will be taken as an example in the following, 
is a Swedish scholar and an internationally renowned transition 
economist who has used the concept of transition teleologically. 
In a widely cited work, the Gorbachev era is portrayed as an em-
bryo.79 The reform policy is described as essentially insignificant, 
although innovations such as the introduction of free speech 
played a role in Russia’s “real transition”.80 It is worth dwelling on 
that latter expression. The period 1985–1991, on the one hand, and 
1992 and onwards, on the other, are hence separated by an onto-
logical barrier. The former period serves as a temporal prelude to 
the latter. Even if Åslund’s image of Gorbachev also contains signif-
icant elements of sympathy, Gorbachev is generally represented 
as someone who obstructed positive development — while a poli-
tician like Yeltsin facilitated it. All the following evaluative judg-
ments81 are to some extent symptomatic of a teleological transition 
perspective that conceives history anachronistically: Gorbachev 
made “naive” statements, had “little to offer but platitudes”, 
contributed only to a “half-hearted” democratization and made 
“almost every conceivable mistake”. Gorbachev was a master of 
“peaceful destruction”, which facilitated making the world a bet-
ter place, but he did not present any alternative to the old system 
and did not understand the intrinsic value of economic reforms. 
In contrast to Yeltsin, who appeared as dynamic and receptive to 
younger advisors, Gorbachev was a politician with “flaws” and 
“shortcomings”, he was non-pragmatic, non-flexible and unedu-
cated, “very much a product of [the] system”. These judgments 
are probably conditioned by the fact that during the first half of the 
1990s Åslund acted as an adviser to the Russian government under 

A transition from theory to experience: 
Problems of anachronism
The concept of transition not only functions as, to use a term from 
discourse theory, the “nodal point” in an explanatory framework 
which structures and standardizes empirical data; it also has 
turned into a historiographical signifier, which encompasses a 
defined period after the fall of communism. The teleological im-
plications, however, might carry a risk whereby we would tend 
to understand history backwards and reduce the complexity of 
development to a simplified narrative, with notions of a beginning, 
turning point, climax, and sense morale, which essentially reflect 
the contemporary standards of our own cultural horizon.

Traditionally, Marxism has been ascribed a notorious prefer-
ence for reducing the reproductive sphere of the family to an 
epiphenomenon, that is, seeing it as a function of the productive 
sphere, which is where the seeds of industrialization and ulti-
mately revolution lie. In an analogous manner, during the 1990s 
and early 2000s, empirical hypotheses about micro-level social 
change in the lifeworld were on occasion notably influenced by 
nomothetical discourses on macro-level change in economics and 
politics.73

Yet if scholars do not distinguish between their concept of 
transition as an explanatory and historiographical construct on 
the meta-level, and a lived experience of the actors in the empiri-
cal world, they might be misguided. The discourse and project 
of “transition”, justified by Hegelian dialectics and the Marxian 
philosophy of modern history, was something that Soviet Man 
had been subjected to since the October Revolution. The problem 
acquired contemporary relevance when sociologists and anthro-
pologists started carrying out fieldwork in the post-Soviet bloc, in 
the wake of the paradigmatic (political and economic) articulation 
of transition. In a qualitative study on how the Kyrgyz people carry 
on with their everyday lives — during the Transition in the macro 
world — one of the respondents produced an answer, that, in its 
simplicity, may be used as a corrective for some of our prevalent 
presuppositions: “How we perceive the transition? We’ve lived in 
transition for 70 years.”74

During the 1990s, transition was one of the strategic keywords 
within postcommunist research. As outlined by teleological 
transitologists, the transitional movement is, at least in theory, 
asymmetrical and progressive. As a historiographical device of 
postcommunist studies, transition can either comprehend devel-
opment after the fall of communism generally, which leads to our 
own present, or also include the Gorbachev era in this process.75 
When scholars apply the concept retroactively to the preceding 
Gorbachev era, they should, however, note the fact that the hori-
zon of expectation of that era was not primarily characterized by 
an irreversible movement forward.76 Political and cultural retro-
spection — the fixation with counterfactual alternatives and choices 
of destiny as well as the rehabilitation of “people’s enemies”77 
— indicated a common hope of the ability to return backwards 
and enter alternative, previously ignored or suppressed paths of 
development, which were assumed to have been crystallized in 
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simplification, Åslund holds that the direction and end of the 
transition are best understood by means of a reconstruction of the 
“typical features” and “key characteristics” of the communist sys-
tem, per se.83 According to Archie Brown, however, the USSR more 
or less ceased to be “communist”, at least in any qualified sense 
(except when it came to official self-definition), in 1989.84 If Brown 
is right, Åslund’s approach could be seen as symptomatic of a ten-
dency in radical versions of teleological transitology to reconstruct 
the starting point of transition dialectically, re-presenting it as ne-
gated negation, so that the imagined outcome not only would be 
able to legitimize continuous development away from negativity, 
hence making it possible for the researcher to conveniently tick 
off the items on the “checklist”, but also, in its turn, would be able 
to justify itself by the constitutive lack that is characteristic of the 
starting point.85

With the above taken into consideration, one is tempted to ask 
whether there really can be such a thing as non-teleological transi-
tology. I believe there can be, although it might appear as puzzling 
that even Gans-Morse, who more or less denies the existence of 
an academic teleological transitology, nonetheless emphasizes the 
analytical and comparative advantage of hypothetically approxi-
mating a closed endpoint.86 In so far as any kind of transitional 
thinking, teleological or non-teleological, implicitly refers to the 
modern project’s cognitive structure of temporality, reflected 
in, although not equivalent to, Hegelian dialectics, “transition” 
seems, to one extent or another, to connote progress (or, alterna-
tively, degeneration), hypothetical or not.

A more problematic question arises, however, as to whether 
the transition to socialism is at all commensurate with the tran-
sition out of it — a commensurability which indeed has been 
assumed in this essay — not least since the entirety of practices 
and the political rationale in the respective transitions were very 
different. The designs of political-economic transformations may 
have been legitimized by a common language, but nevertheless, 
some would object, they were also specific responses to particular 
situations at unrepeatable historical junctures. Both “transitions”, 
the communist and the postcommunist, if one may conflate dif-
ferent processes in different countries during different periods, 
denote a qualitative social conversion but were based on different 
philosophies of history. The socialist as well as the capitalist transi-
tions have been conceptualized as movements from necessity to 
freedom, although necessity and freedom were understood in dia-
metrically opposed ways. The end of the process is equated with 
either freedom to be part of a collectivistic system or freedom from 
such a system. The postcommunist realization of the individual’s, 
or consumer’s, free choice, would from a communist viewpoint 
probably be depicted as the deployment of blind market forces. 
The planned economy and one-party state, designed to maximize 
the collective’s “positive” freedom, might from a postcommunist 
viewpoint be interpreted as an institutionalization of the shortages 
and dependencies always characteristic of the kingdom of neces-
sity. If the communist aspires for freedom from the market, the 
capitalist conceives of freedom as unthinkable without the market. 
In politicized postcommunist transition discourses, negative free-
dom was usually promised almost immediately, while conditions 

Yeltsin, Gorbachev’s archenemy. However, they could also be seen 
as symptomatic of the teleological implications of a retroactive per-
spective. What makes Gorbachev’s actions impossible to explain 
with reference to theories about rational choice is that he, accord-
ing to Åslund, delayed development, by neglecting the optimal 
alternatives that history had placed at his disposal. These optimal 
alternatives are, nonetheless, only relevant, one may conclude, in 
relation to a referential horizon created retroactively. If the final 
objective already during perestroika would have been spelled out 
as the kind of liberal market economy that Åslund recommended 

during the 1990s, then it would be natural to 
think that what eventually actually hap-

pened needed to have happened. 
Teleology thus risks concealing 

possible alternatives. The fall 
of the USSR appeared as “in-
evitable” in Åslund’s view; 
the system was impossible to 
reform, and the question was 
actually never whether, but 
“how and when it would fall”. 

Gorbachev’s actions, particu-
larly concerning the nationality 

question, simply “speeded up the 
process”.
Besides a historiographical anachro-

nism, which I have tried to illustrate with 
examples from anthropology and economics, there is a peculiar 
ideological dimension of teleological transitology. This implica-
tion becomes evident by the fact that the questions of whether the 
transition has been launched, which transition has been started, 
and whether it should be continued or is completed, ultimately 
are political ones. Andrew C. Janos proposes that the development 
in East-Central Europe can be described as a change from one 
international, albeit Soviet, hegemonic regime to a new regime, 
externally imposed as well, equally international in form but 
“Western” in content.82 Janos’s conclusion is drastic and possibly 
too generalizing but points to the changeable context within which 
the “real” transition is defined and evaluated, hence illustrating 
the contestable character of the concept.

Concluding remarks
If a particular conceptualization of transitional change is not 
informed by its wider historical context, there is a risk that a teleo-
logical bias will be reproduced, which in extreme cases manifests 
itself as an inverted mirror of communism. Another problem with 
a teleologically conceptualized transition is that the standardized 
goal might prove to be a self-fulfilling prophesy. The starting point, 
in a number of heterogeneous countries, has in many cases been 
reduced to a monolith, analytically positioned at the service of 
the objective. The starting point, along with the endpoint, thus 
become generalized abstractions empty of ontological content. 
The end — perfect democracy or market economy — as well as 
the outset — totalitarian communism — are constructed into ideal 
opposites. Although he is aware of the risks of generalization and 
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tion. Further studies are needed on the heterogeneity of cold war 
era communism in order to critically assess postcommunist devel-
opment.

In a postmodern academic climate where it becomes increas-
ingly custom to ironically or reflexively write words like “tran-
sition” in quotation marks, one should bear in mind that the 
competitive paradigms in which one claims to identify a dynamic 
stability of post-authoritarian “hybridization”, sometimes presup-
pose a negative variant of the check-list thinking found in transitol-
ogy, that is, looking for the failure of democratization rather than 
its success.90

Turning to Hegel, we find that even the concept of stability pre-
supposes change. When a particular political or economic defini-
tion of “transition” becomes hegemonic, however, there is a risk of 
evaluating diversified aspects of social reality from a homogeniz-
ing point of view, which also might be anachronistically obscured. 
History without doubt contains elements of revolutionary, but also 
hesitant and contradictory, transition, side by side with an equally 
contradictory dynamic stability. These features cannot be justly 
comprehended if we do not try to see their immanent historicity, 
and dialectics between continuity and discontinuity, within the 
past as well as the present. ≈

of an equally distributed material empowerment were seen as 
something of an eventual consequence. The short-term and long-
term aims of socialist transition were, in relation to capitalism, 
different in content although similar in form. What was promised 
immediately after the revolution was positive freedom. Positive 
material resources, for example reprographic technology, would 
be placed at the hands of the workers, while “negative” liberties, 
such as freedom of speech, were reserved for the future, when so-
cialism was supposed to develop autonomously without capitalist 
or foreign intervention.87

Although there are substantial differences between the pro-
jected transitions’ respective contents, the argument in this essay 
is that there are commensurate elements in their form as well as 
logic. In both the imagined transitions, if communist historico-
philosophical transitology is compared to postcommunist eco-
nomic transitology, economy is seen as superior to politics, and 
development could be accelerated if the political “superstructure” 
is put at the service of the economic “base”. In the early 1990s, 
it seems, some influential economists were able to formulate a 
broader political agenda. A rapid marketization was in their eyes 
a necessary, if not sufficient, condition for growing the fruits of 
political freedom.88 Although essentially different, one can see that 
historical transitions also from a communist viewpoint appeared 
as asymmetrical, irreversible and unconditionally progressive. In 
the words of the Marxist historian Raphael Samuel, they were dur-
ing the middle of the 20th century perceived as “being ‘identical’ in 
content everywhere”.89 And albeit understood as necessities, they 
could be hastened by human effort. These claims were, uncon-
sciously, passed on into the post-Soviet era. One further example 
is that the leading role of the “working class” during Soviet times, 
in Yeltsin’s Russia was taken over by the so-called middle class — 
virtually indefinable but increasingly attractive to identify with 
— which was analogously represented as the vanguard of transi-
tion, that is, the subject of history. Considering postcommunist 
transitology’s emphasis on competing elites within the regime and 
the opposition, it is, however, perhaps better to characterize it as 
voluntaristic rather than deterministic, which, in a sense, would 
make it more “Leninist” than orthodoxly “Marxist”, to use an 
analogy.

In this essay, I have focused on “Soviet” and “post-Soviet” tran-
sitions in particular, but have also tried to encompass “com-
munist” and “postcommunist” ones in a more general 
sense. I see the conflation as being, if not justified, so 
at least tentatively excused for historical reasons, in 
particular since the “Soviet bloc” and the “Commu-
nist” or “Eastern bloc” were used synonymously 
during the Cold War, indicating a general asym-
metry of Soviet influence. This being said however, 
the expectation of a postcommunist transition must 
certainly have taken different forms within the late-
Communist bloc, with respect not only to historical 
and social factors but also to the nature and scope of 
the previous area-specific experience of socialist transi-
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Shalamov rediscovered: 
when a poet writes prose
T

he idea to hold the first conference 
outside of Russia dedicated to Varlam 
Shalamov was initially suggested by 
Jan Machonin, the Czech translator of 

Shalamov’s work. The National Library of the 
Czech Republic, the Slavic Library in Prague, 
the website Shalamov.ru, and the Institute for 
the Study of Totalitarian Regimes succeeded in 
bringing together thirty-four scholars and trans-
lators from all over the world for a three-day con-
ference in the Czech capital September 17—19, 
2013. Under the broad title Zakon soprotivlenia 
raspadu (“The Law of Resisting Disintegration”), 
concerns of several sorts central to our under-
standing of Shalamov could be addressed: the 
literary (his language, poetics, and questions of 
intertextuality), the historical (his works as docu-
ments of events and individuals), the cultural (the translation and 
reception of his works in several countries over the past four de-
cades), the archival (the disclosure of previously unknown archive 
materials), and the psychological (theories of trauma narratives). 
The conference thus integrated various dimensions of Shalamov 
studies to emphasize that for contemporary scholarship the task is 
no longer primarily discovery, but rather rediscovery. 

This year’s International Shalamov Conference made the dar-
ing move from theory to practice in a most literal manner: from 
discussing literary works about the Gulag to visiting the physi-
cal site of an actual camp, Vojna, an experience that left all of us 
deeply moved. 

Jan Machonin presented his Czech translation of Shalamov’s 
The Left Bank, which was accompanied by a discussion of Valery 
Esipov’s acclaimed 2012 biography of Shalamov and by John Glad’s 
tale of the journey of Shalamov’s manuscripts to the West. The 
most remarkable cultural dimension of the conference was with-
out a doubt the Vologda Chamber Drama Theater’s performance 
of Our Father, a play based on selections from Shalamov’s Kolyma 
Tales. 

The last day of the conference witnessed the presentation of the 
seventh volume of Shalamov’s collected works; the awareness 
of unknown texts will undoubtedly add new layers to both Shal-
amov’s well-known works and to the established view of Shalamov 

as primarily a writer of prose. Several papers presented in Prague 
shed light on the less-known dimensions of Shalamov as a creative 
writer, particularly Shalamov the biographer and Shalamov the 
poet. This broader perception of the author of Kolyma Tales might 
not only invite new discoveries, but perhaps also instigate a shift in 
paradigm. For example, Shalamov’s six volumes of poetry entitled 
Kolyma Notebooks have not yet received due scholarly attention 
and his voice as a poet has not yet been integrated with his prose. 
The significance of the poet’s voice for Russian culture encom-
passes a long and vital tradition; but how does this legacy resonate 
in the works of a writer such as Shalamov, if we are to grant him 
the coveted status of Russian Poet? This question was posed dur-
ing this year’s conference, and although it is as yet without a con-
clusive answer, it has created a poetical subtext to be addressed by 
scholars as well as translators, both implicitly and explicitly. 

Thus it appears symptomatic that the conference opened with a 
paper by Valery Petrochenkov on one of Shalamov’s most power-
ful and nearly programmatic poems, “Avvakum in Pustozyorsk”. 
Through a historical allegory, Shalamov attempts a poetical recu-
peration of two painful pasts — a religious one in the seventeenth 
century and a political one in the twentieth — and to articulate his 
own unwavering stance as an artist of the written word: the in-
ability not to speak. Silence is not an option for Shalamov; neither 
in poetry nor in prose. Robert Chandler, the English translator of 

Shalamov’s house in Vologda. It was confiscated after the October Revolution.
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Shalamov’s poetry, soon to be published in an anthology of Rus-
sian poetry, continue  d the poetical line through his subtle take 
on Shalamov’s personal history of Russian poetry from Pushkin 
to Pasternak. Chandler’s intensely poetic translations of separate 
poems demonstrates not only his own gift as a translator, but also 
the as of yet untapped riches contained within Shalamov’s poems. 
Valery Esipov’s paper contributed to the research of Shalamov’s 

poetry by stressing the complex philosophical meaning of such 
“collisions” of the past with the present for Shalamov as a poet, 
not only in “Avvakum in Pustozyorsk”, but also in other poems 
written in a similar vein. 

The shift from a primary focus on Shalamov’s prose to a more 
comprehensive approach which includes his poetic, biographic, 
and dramatic works informed the conference throughout its three 

1.  �The extraordinary fragility of human 
nature, of civilization. A human be-
ing would turn into a beast after three 
weeks of hard work, cold, starvation, 
and beatings.

2.  �The cold was the principal means of 
corrupting the soul; in the Central 
Asian camps people must have held out 
longer — it was warmer there.

3.  �I learned that friendship and solidar-
ity never arise in difficult, truly severe 
conditions — when life is at stake. 
Friendship arises in difficult but bear-
able conditions (in the hospital, but not 
in the mine).

4.  �I learned that spite is the last human 
emotion to die. A starving man has 
only enough flesh to feel spite — he is 
indifferent to everything else.

5.  �I learned the difference between 
prison, which strengthens character, 
and work camps, which corrupt the 
human soul.

6.  �I learned that Stalin’s “triumphs” were 
possible because he slew innocent 
people: had there been an organized 
movement, even one-tenth in number, 
but organized, it would have swept Sta-
lin away in two days.

7.   �I learned that humans became human 
because they are physically stronger, 
tougher than any animal — no horse 
endures work in the Far North.

8.  ��I saw that the only group that retained 
a bit of their humanity, despite the star-
vation and abuse, were the religious, 
the sectarians, almost all of them — and 
the majority of the priests.

9.   �The first ones to be corrupted, the 
most susceptible, are the Party mem-
bers and military men.

10. �I saw what a forcible argument a sim-

ple slap could be for an intellectual.
11.  �That people distinguish between camp 

chiefs according to the power of their 
punches, their enthusiasm for beatings.

12.  �A beating is almost irresistible as an ar-
gument (“Method number three”).

13.  �I learned the truth about the prepara-
tions for the cryptic trials1  from mas-
ters of the craft.

14.  �I learned why in prison you get politi-
cal news (arrests, etc.) sooner than on 
the outside.

15.  �That prison (and camp) rumors 
[known in Russian prison slang as 
parasha — “the slop bucket”] always 
turn out to be anything but slop.

16.  �I learned that one can live on spite 
alone.

17.  �I learned that one can live on indiffer-
ence.

18.  �I learned why a man lives neither on 
hope — there are no hopes at all, nor 
on will — what will?, but only on the 
instinct of self-preservation, the same 
as a tree, a rock, an animal.

19.  �I’m proud that at the very beginning, 
back in 1937, I decided never to be-
come a foreman if my decision could 
lead to another man’s death, if my will 
would be forced to serve the authori-
ties oppressing other people, prison-
ers like myself.

20.  �My body and spirit proved to be stron-
ger in this great trial than I thought, 
and I am proud to have betrayed no 
one, sent no one to their death, nor to 
the camp, to have denounced no one.

21.  �I’m proud to have made no requests 
until 19552 .

22.  �I saw the so-called “Beria amnesty” 
there and then — it was something to 
behold.

23.  �I saw that women are more honest 
and selfless than men – there was not 
a single husband at Kolyma who came 
after his wife. But wives did come; 
many did (Faina Rabinovitch, Krivo-
shey’s wife)3.

24.  �I saw the amazing northerner families 
(civilians, former prisoners) with their 
letters to their “lawful husbands and 
wives”, etc.

25.  �I saw “the first Soviet Rockefellers”, 
underground millionaires, and heard 
their confessions.

26.  �I saw the hard laborers, and also the 
large E and B contingents, the Berlag 
camp.

27.  � �I learned that one can achieve a lot  
(a hospital, a work transfer), but at 
the risk of life — at the cost of a beating 
and the isolation cell cold.

28.  � �I saw an isolation cell carved out in 
rock, and spent one night in it myself.

29.   ��The lust for power, for unpunished 
murder is great — from big shots down 
to regular police operatives with rifles 
(Seroshapka4 and his ilk).

30.  � �I learned the unrestrained Russian 
lust to denounce, to complain.

1  �       �“Cryptic trials” — the show trials of the Great 
Terror of 1937.

2	� In 1955 Shalamov made a request for 
rehabilitation.

3	 See Shalamov's “Green attorney”.
4	� See Shalamov's “Berries”.

Published with the permission of Shalamov.ru. 
Original translation by Mikhail Oslon and Dmitry 
Subbotin, slightly modified here. Written 1961. 
Translation from A New Book: Memoirs, Notebooks, 
Correspondence, Police Dossiers — Eksmo, 2004: 
263—268.

What I saw and learned in the Kolyma Camps Excerpt from Kolyma tales



days. The poetic dimension was perhaps the 
most illuminating: it is not simply a new field, 
but one capable of altering prior conceptual-
izations of his texts in various genres. Unlike 
prose, poetry does not have to go “anywhere”: 
rather, it strives to return. However, just as one 
cannot step in the same river twice, poetry 
rarely produces the same reading twice. Poetry 
is a different vehicle for transmission of human 
experience. It may be less suitable than prose 
for communicating the immediacy of testimony 
to atrocities, yet it has the ability to heal like no 
other form of art. Poetry affects us not only as 
we read, but in our memories of previous read-
ings, because it is always the same and yet somehow continually 
different. Such a view on poetry may be an allegory for Shalamov’s 
prose. Just as it is difficult to read Shalamov the same way twice, 
reading one of Shalamov’s short stories on its own gives a much 
different impression than reading it within the context of his six 
prose cycles. Shalamov repeats himself: he revisits tropes, reuses 
plots, gives similar characters different names, shifts the perspec-
tive, and leads his reader, as it were, in a circular movement — not 
forward, but back again. This creative collision between the prosa-
ic and the poetical at the core of Shalamov’s poetics was addressed 
by Efim Gofman, who showed how subtly, even musically, the 
short story “Nadgrobnoe slovo” (“Funeral Oration”) is construct-
ed. His paper gestured at the possibility of a successful fusion of 
future scholarship on Shalamov’s prose and poetry. Shalamov’s 

works do not exhibit animosity between the two 
verbal art forms; rather, his poetics inhabit an ex-
ceptional space which allows for their harmonious 
coexistence.

As we continue to explore camp narratives, 
we perform a task similar to that of those who 
fed, bathed, clothed, and cared for the survivors 
of Auschwitz, as described by Primo Levi in the 
beginning of his memoir The Truce. After all, the 
history of humanity is not solely a history of survi-
vors and perpetrators — it is also a history within 
which those who were neither can choose to play 
their part. Where there is a victim of trauma, there 
needs to another human being willing to listen, 

and who can therefore also participate in the crucial act of contin-
ued remembrance.

I believe that the continued strength of Shalamov scholarship 
at the beginning of the 21st century suggests a sustained willingness 
to both listen and remember. Unlike the survivors of Auschwitz of 
whom Levi writes, the majority of the survivors of the Gulag did 
not receive a similar greeting of human kindness and compassion 
upon their release from the camps. We as readers can grant this 
through our attentive reception of the works of Shalamov, but only 
if we never stop reading — although we at times wish to divert our 
eyes from the horrific stories he has to tell.≈

 
josefina lundblad

ow are roads beaten through 
virgin snow? A man walks in 
front, sweating and swearing, 
barely able to place one foot in 

front of the other, constantly getting stuck 
in the deep, powdery snow. He walks a 
long way, leaving behind him a trail of 
uneven black pits. He gets tired, he lies 
down on the snow, he lights a cigarette, 
and a blue cloud of makhorka[1] smoke 
spreads over the white shining snow. The 
man has already gone on further but the 
cloud still hangs where he rested — the air 
is almost motionless. Roads are always 
beaten on still days, so that human toil is 
not erased by the winds. The man choos-
es markers for himself in the snowy infin-
ity: a cliff, a tall tree. He pilots his body 
through the snow, just as a helmsman 
steers a boat down a river, from headland 
to headland. Shoulder to shoulder, in 

a row, five or six men follow the man’s 
narrow and uncertain track. They walk 
beside this track, not along it. When they 
reach a predetermined spot, they turn 
round and walk back in the same man-
ner, tramping down virgin snow, a place 
where man’s foot has never trodden. 

The road is opened. Along it can move 
people, strings of sleighs, tractors. If the 
others were to follow directly behind the 
first man, in his footsteps, they would cre-
ate a narrow path, a trail that is visible but 
barely walkable, a string of holes more 
impassable than virgin snow. It’s the first 
man who has the hardest task; when he 
runs out of strength, someone else from 
that vanguard of five goes out in front. Ev-
ery one of them, even the smallest, even 
the weakest, must tread on a little virgin 
snow — not in someone else’s footsteps. 
The people on the tractors and horses, 
however, will be not writers but readers.

Written in 1956; first published in 1978
Translated by Robert Chandler and Nathan 
Wilkinson. Russian Short Stories from Push-
kin to Buida (Penguin Classics, 2007).

Wood carving by Russian artist Nikolay 
Kalita.

Through the Snow

conference report



45

Music of the Revolution:
For whom the bell tolls?

“�With all your body, all your heart, 
all your conscience — listen to 
the Revolution”.

Alexander Blok. Intelligence and  
Revolution (1918)

W
hen and how did the Euro-
maidan protests begin in 
Ukraine, a country that ex-
perts recently called an “im-

mobile state”,1 and an “incomplete state”?2 

We may date the beginning to November 
21, 2013, when Mykola Azarov, the prime 
minister of Ukraine, announced the pos-
sible suspension of the Ukraine–European 
Union Association Agreement,3 and several 
thousands of people, mainly students, 
went out in the central square of Kyiv, 
known as Maidan Nezalezhnosti (literally 
“Independence Square”), to show their 
disagreement with the suspension. The 
sounds of the Maidan platform at that time 
consisted primarily of slogans supporting 
a political course towards Europe (e.g. “Ya-
nukovych — sign it!”) and music. Another 
initial date of significance is November 30, 
2013 — after the suspension of the agree-
ment and consequent brutal dispersal of 
the people gathered at the Maidan. During 
the dispersal, some protesters were  
severely beaten by the special troops 
known as “Berkut”, while others managed 
to run away, and found a hiding place in-
side the Mykhailivsky Cathedral4  not very 
far from the Maidan. Its bells tolled during 
that night announcing that danger was 
looming. The main reason for the dispersal 
was the need to install and decorate the 
New Year’s Tree (which later became the 
visual symbol of the protests).

The latter date, November 30, marked 
the beginning of truly massive protests, 
more heterogeneous in their goals than 
the protests that took place before the 
dispersal. The declared aim of integration 
with Europe evolved into a multipronged 
agenda: sanctions towards those respon-

sible for the violent actions, a replacement 
of political elites associated with bandits 
(one of the most popular slogans is “Bandu 
get’!” — “Gang get out!”), and freedom for 
Yulia Tymoshenko, whose portrait was put 
on a New Year’s Tree on the Maidan. De-
spite the expansion of the goals, the chain 
of events was called “Euromaidan” in 
order to symbolize the initial intention of 
the gatherings, and to be connected to the 
events of the “Orange Revolution”, which 
took place in late 2004 in the same loca-
tion, then known simply as Maidan.

The number of people involved in Euro-
maidan in December 2013 was extraordi-
narily high, especially during the “Viche” 
(“People’s Gathering”), conducted every 
Sunday (according to the assessments of 
experts, there were up to 500,000 people 
present during some Viches).5 The sounds 
of Maidan were initially concentrated on 
its main stage, reconstructed after the 
dispersal, and backstage (the voices of 
listeners, or “Maidan people”). Despite 
the gradual transfer of some aspects of 
the protest away from the Maidan (hik-
ing while picketing ministries, courts, the 
prosecutor’s office, etc., and the activities 
of the automobile branch of Maidan called 

“Automaidan”), Maidan has continued 
functioning as the main source of sound 
attracting protesters. Speeches, slogans, 
public prayers, and concerts intertwine 
with one another and bring one another 
into sharper relief, all the while creating ev-
eryday chains of tunes. Some of them were 
as routine as singing the national anthem 
every hour, while others served as “special 
attractors”, e.g. the concert of the popular 
music band Okean Elzy, which gathered 
about 100,000 people on December 14.6 

At the same time, such a unified picture of 
peaceful sounds underwent tremendous 
change, including even military sounds. 
We cannot ignore the fact that Euromaidan 
has become a platform and inspiration for 
its internal “anthems”, all connected with 
national ideas and civic consciousness — 
the first one, “Brat za Brata” (“Brother for 
Brother”),7 emphasized pacific integrity, 
while the second one, “Gorila shyna” (“The 
tire was on fire”),8 focused on the wartime 
group dynamics. On February 1, 2014, all 
the radio and TV channels in Poland broad-
cast a song of support for Ukraine “Podaj 
Rękę Ukrainie” (“Give a hand to Ukraine”)9 
which could be interpreted as the first 
international “anthem” of the struggling 
Maidan.
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It must be admitted, however, that the 
sounds of war were heard near the begin-
ning of the first protests — on December 
1 near the administration building of the 
president of Ukraine. There, some unrec-
ognized people (later called extremists and 
provocateurs) threw stones and used stun 
grenades in their attempts to push back 
the policemen guarding the building. Such 
actions were followed by mass arrests (in-
cluding arrests of some random, innocent 
spectators) which simply gave an impulse 
to the protest activity and stimulated its 
demands (“Impeachment to President 
Yanukovych!”, “Change of the regime!”). 
Another unexpected sound was heard on 
the evening of December 8: a monument 
of Lenin was toppled and crashed into the 
asphalt not far from the Maidan.10  Some of 
the protesters connected to the right-wing 
political party “Svoboda” took responsibil-
ity for the action and announced it as an 
action designed to help get rid of the Soviet 
totalitarianism.

The bells of Mykhailivsky Cathedral 
started tolling for the second time during 
Euromaidan on the night of December 
11. The detachments of police and special 
troops called “Berkut” came closer to 
Maidan and tried to remove some barri-
cades that were erected illegally, and pos-
sibly disperse the protesters once again. 
Nevertheless, the only damage was minor 
injuries to some of the protesters; Maidan 
was defended and quantitatively support-
ed by the presence of other people who 
heard the cathedral bells and online alerts. 
Several straight days were punctuated by 
gripping announcements about the under-
mining of three central subway stations in 
Kyiv close to the place of the protests — the 
trains did not stop at those stations, which 
provoked rumors about the expected dis-
persion of all the activities, and lots of jokes 
about bombs (meaning they were located 
only in minds of the prime minister and 
the president).

However, due to the length of the 
vacation period in Ukraine that time of 
year (Catholic Christmas, New Year, and 
Orthodox Christmas), passions of Maidan 
had time to calm down, and speeches 
were mostly substituted by concerts and 
Christmas carols. The quantity of active 
protesters was significantly diminished, 

so it seemed that Maidan had finally trans-
formed into cultural performance with 
rather vague relation to the protests.

Tensions grew immensely after the sud-
den adoption of laws restricting civil liber-
ties — it happened during the session of 
Ukraine’s Parliament (Verkhovna Rada) on 
January 16 when the deputies, mainly be-
longing to the Party of the Regions which 
supports the president and government, 
voted “by hands” (that is, without debate, 
and without a formal vote count).11 The 
laws were rapidly signed by the president 
and published in specialized media. At the 
same time, attacks on Euromaidan activists 
increased (the most extreme cases were 
the attacks on Igor Lutsenko and Dmytro 
Bulatov, kidnapped and tortured by un-
known people). Such attacks were widely 
covered in Ukraine’s mass media, which 
focused on the arrest of injured people at 
hospitals, or kidnappings in the streets. 
The most perceptible shift of Maidan 
sounds happened on the day of Epiphany 
( January 19, 2014) when the active center 
of Euromaidan moved to Hrushevskogo 
Street. After finishing a regular Viche, 
some of the Euromaidan protesters de-
cided to picket the parliament and were 
stopped by the police troops. Tuneful car-
ols of the ongoing holidays were suddenly 
changed into the revolutionary strikes 
against metal and explosions of Molotov 
cocktails, on one side (initiated by the so-
called Right Sector, then supported by the 
other protesters), and, on the other side, 
there were the sounds of stun grenades, 
along with the clatter of shields.

It is difficult to identify why Maidan took 
a violent, military turn. Among the main 
possible reasons we might first note the in-
ability of three opposition leaders (namely 
Vitaliy Klychko, Arseniy Yatsenyuk, and 
Oleh Tyahnybok) to settle on just one 
Maidan leader, and the absence of any vis-
ible, concrete accession to the demands of 
the protesters by the authorities. In spite 
of the initial demand of Euromaidan pro-
testers to punish people from 
“Berkut” for their actions dur-
ing the night of November 30,12 

not one of them has actually 
been punished (and some have 
even been rewarded by the 

authorities for a job well done). Moreover, 
a Ukrainian journalist, Tetiana Chornovil, 
was severely beaten on the Eve of Ortho-
dox Christmas, which mobilized the activi-
ties of the population as well. The sounds 
of shots on January 22 finalized the era of 
the peaceful Maidan, and opened the mile-
stone of victims (symbolically again, on the 
Unity Day of Ukraine).13

The period of so-called truce could be 
characterized as the sound mosaic. The 
protesters stormed Ukrainian House, a 
strategic place near the square and Hru-
shevskogo Street, previously taken by the 
police. Sounds of smashing windows and 
fires burning on the premises of Ukrainian 
House signaled the fragile nature of the 
armistice. The protests spread into differ-
ent regions of Ukraine where local protest-
ers started occupying the regional state 
administrations. In light of the situation, a 
special emergency session of parliament 
was called on January 28 to repeal recently 
enacted laws on civil liberties.14 The presi-
dent accepted the resignation of the prime 
minister and signed a decree dismissing 
the government (which, however, had to 
continue working until the parliament ap-
proved its new composition). At the same 
time, dozens of cars in different districts of 
Kyiv were set on fire during the nights. The 
tunes of piano played in the frosty street 
near Kyiv State Administration or inside of 
Ukrainian House were reminiscent of the 
previous, peaceful stage of the protests.

The third time when the bells tolled was 
on February 18, resounding with the begin-
ning of the sharpest battle of the winter, 
another suspension of Maidan with stun 
grenades, shots and fire. All the stations of 
Kyiv subway had been closed several hours 
before which made atmosphere even 
more tense due to the transport collapse 
in many parts of Kyiv and made it impos-
sible to come to the city center (for the first 
time in the history of Ukraine). Moreover, 
repeated announcements from the police 
loudspeakers near Maidan about the need 

“�The sounds of 
shots on January 
22 finalized the era 
of the peaceful 
Maidan.”

commentaries



4747

for women and children withdraw from 
the place “because anti-terrorist opera-
tions would be commencing in the center 
of Kyiv” added a lot to the atmosphere 
of fear and rumors not only during that 
evening, but also during the ensuing days. 
The headquarters of Maidan, called the 
Trade Unions Building, was set on fire and 
burned down along with the main clock of 
Kyiv that sat in a clock tower on the build-
ing. This was a kind of symbol of the end of 
old times on the Maidan and in the country 
as a whole.15 Indeed, the dozens of people 
killed, mainly the protesters’ side, during 
these nighttime clashes made these winter 
days mournful. The atmosphere of mourn-
ing brought a degree of silence and peace, 
though this was cruelly broken by un-
known snipers’ shots on February 20 and 
21. This interruption resulted in numerous 
random victims on the Maidan. According 
to the official information of the Ministry of 
Health of Ukraine, as of March 7, 100 peo-
ple are reported dead in connection with 
the Maidan events that started on February 
19, while more than 1100 people have need-
ed medical treatment.16 The main stage 
of Maidan was transformed into a burial 
service, as some people injured in the 
February clashes died in March. The most 
repeated song of the mourning period 
was “Plyve kacha po Tysyni (A small duck 
is swimming in Tysyna)”17 which became 
a kind of “Requiem”. A popular slogan 
“Geroiam slava!” (“Glory to Heroes!”) as a 
usual answer to “Slava Ukraini!” (“Glory to 
Ukraine!”), used often from the very begin-
ning of the protests, seemed to transform 
from a metaphor into something more sub-
stantive — dead people were proclaimed 
heroes and acquired the name “Nebesna 
sotnia” (“The Heaven’s Hundred”).18 In 
such a melancholy atmosphere, supported 
by continuous prayers from the main stage 
of Maidan, even breaking news about the 
Parliament’s voting for impeachment of 
Yanukovych, new Presidential elections 
on May 25, and the release of Tymoshenko 
from prison on February 22,19 did not result 
in euphoria among the people. Moreover, 
Yanukovych’s escape from his country 
house called Mezhyhirya (and later — from 
Ukraine to Russia), questionable appoint-
ments in different branches of the govern-
ment, and an absence of punishment of 

those guilty of the deaths of the protest-
ers, became catalysts for discontentment 
and the decision of people to stay on the 
Maidan. It was clear that such discontent-
ment and the general mood of protest was 
located not only in Ukraine’s capital and 
could result in marauding on a massive 
scale — though, the most visible damage 
was done, again, to. . . Lenin’s monu-
ments. They were destroyed one by one 
all over Ukraine in several days20 — such 
a phenomenon was called “Leninopad” 
(“Lenin’s falling down”). Another form of 
reaction to psychological stress caused by 
recent events on the Maidan was found in a 
sudden possibility for everyone to visit the 
residence of Yanukovych in Mezhyhirya,21 

a top secret, restricted place. Thousands 
of people tried to visit the residence as 
soon as possible which resulted in traffic 
jams and long lines of wishful visitors. The 
sounds of a piano played by the protesters 
in the residence this time symbolized a 
kind of victory over Yanukovych, the “Run-
away King” with an exclusive collection of 
musical instrument.22 However, the sym-
bolic victory of Maidan in Ukraine faced 
a new danger, now from Putin’s policy 
in Crimea. Pro-Russian demonstrations 
with the help of “Night Wolves” bikers and 
other Russian movements added to the 
threat.23 Soldiers without easily identifiable 
uniforms occupied the Crimean Penin-
sula, blocking main points and forcing the 
Ukrainian troops to surrender to “Crimean 
authority” which actually meant rejecting 
authority from Ukraine itself. Occupants 
fired “warning shots” towards weaponless 
Ukrainian troops24 in order to demonstrate 
new power, identified as Russian. In this 
way, at the beginning of March the main 
stage of Euromaidan in Kyiv lost its place as 
a main center of decision making processes 
and became rather a decorative stage for 
approving decisions of the new Ukrainian 
authorities as well as for traditional gath-
erings, while main social activities and 
political tensions “migrated” to Southern 
and Eastern Ukraine. As a decorative form, 
however, the Maidan remains a symbol of 
united Ukraine which was emphasized, for 
instance, in multilingual speeches and cita-
tions of Taras Shevchenko during the Viche 
on March 9, the day of Shevchenko’s birth 
200 years earlier.

Thus, Euromaidan in its recent form didn’t 
seem to be so much about signing the 
agreement with the European Union as 
much as it was a battle with the system  
established by Viktor Yanukovych, which 
had been seen as repressive and lawless. 
The ideology behind Euromaidan had 
been formed by the right-wing political 
force called “Svoboda”, though it would  
be a mistake to consider the protesters  
at Maidan as predominantly right-wing 
activists. It must be noted that in early 
December, Maidan consisted of mainly 
young, educated people (average age  
– 36 years; and 64% of them have a higher 
education), mostly from the Western and 
Central Ukraine, though there were repre-
sentatives from all over Ukraine (50% of the 
protesters present at the beginning lived 
in Kyiv).25 Recent surveys demonstrate that 
Ukrainian citizens have rather sophisti-
cated attitudes towards Euromaidan (e.g., 
results of “Sociolopis” survey conducted in 
the “military part” of January 2014 showed 
that the views are split in half — almost 50% 
are Euromaidan supporters, and 46% are 
opposed;26  similar results were obtained by 
another survey by the “Democratic Initia-
tives” Fund and the Razumkov Center in 
December 2013, during the more peaceful 
phase of protests).27 Mirroring these results 
was the recent “Research and Branding 
Group” polls, which showed that 50% of 
Ukraine’s citizens opposed Euromaidan, 
while 45% supported it;28 similar findings 
were published as representative of inhab-
itants of the regional centers of Ukraine 
in late January.29 In general, the attitudes 
towards the overall geopolitical future of 
Ukraine remain more pro-European (for 
nearly 43% of people) than Pro-Russian 
(nearly 30%), shown both by “Socis”30 and 
Research and Branding Group31 polls. Later 
research on the make-up of the Maidan 
protesters, conducted by the “Democratic 
Initiatives” Fund at the beginning of Febru-
ary, showed that regional representation 
of Maidan remained heterogeneous, with 
a slight prevalence of people from the 
Western part of Ukraine (55%), with the 
average age and education being similar to 
what was present at the beginning of the 
Maidan protests, while gender structure 
tended to be more homogenous (88% men, 
12% women)32 Such a gender shift can be 
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explained by the turn from the peaceful 
Maidan to the Maidan of struggle.

In such a convincing sociological 
symphony, many questions nonetheless 
remain obscure. Who shapes different sec-
tors of Euromaidan now? When and how 
will Euromaidan be resolved in Ukraine? 
Will the bells toll again, and if so, for 
whom? Therefore, while not discarding 
the necessity to re-tune the melody in the 
internal politics of Ukraine and the still 
thriving Euromaidan, the intervention of a 
foreign factor into the process seem to be 
the most important challenge influencing 
the music of Ukraine after the Maidan vic-
tory over Yanukovych’s regime. . . . ≈

sergiy kurbatov 
alla marchenko

Note: The content in commentaries 
 expresses the views of the authors and  
does not necessarily reflect the views  
of Baltic Worlds.
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Parallel worlds in Ukraine

T
hey are living in an illusion!” 
This, I overheard from a neigh-
boring table at the Internet 
café on top of the post office 

on Maidan Nezalezhnosti.1   The following 
week was filled with demonstrations, and 
hope was in the air that Yanukovych, with 
his increased presidential power, would be 
able to — and would be smart enough to — 
act in contrary to the announcement of the 
government and actually sign the agree-
ment, return to Kyiv, and triumphantly 
regain legitimacy for his presidential post. 
None of my closest friends was particu-
larly convinced that these demonstrations 
would be able to change the president’s 
mind, but the minor chance that they 
would, together with the festive and ener-
getic atmosphere, drew them constantly to 
the Maidan.

When by the eve of November 28, Yanu-
kovych had not signed the agreement, the 
president’s apparently schizophrenic be 
havior drew even more people. In the early 
morning hours, Berkut forces stormed the 
Maidan, and protesters (mainly students) 
and journalists were beaten. The protests 
intensified, and December 1 brought over 
half a million people downtown and ended 
in clashes on Bankova Street between 
some of the protesters and the police. After 
the beating of the journalist Tanya Chorno-
vil on December 23, protests accelerated 
once again. The laws that were passed on 
January 16, which entailed extraordinary 
constraints on basic freedoms — prohibit-
ing, among other things, participation in 
large demonstrations, driving more than 

five cars in a row, wearing helmets or 
masks in the streets — evoked new protests, 
which now turned violent. Four protesters 
died during or shortly after the clashes on 
Hrushevskoho Street, and over 100 were 
injured, around January 22. Among those 
killed was a 20-year-old farmer of Arme-
nian descent from Dnipropetrovsk, and a 
young Belarusian man. Protesters threw 
stones and Molotov cocktails and several 
policemen were injured. A 50-year-old geo-
physicist from Lviv was found dead in the 
forest after he had been abducted from a 
hospital and tortured.

What started as Euromaidan had turned 
into a protest movement against the coun-
try’s corrupt leadership, which was now 
seen as responsible for deadly violence 
against its own citizens.

As we go to press, Russia has launched 
a military intervention in Crimea, and 
eastern Ukrainian cities such as Kharkiv, 
Zaporizhzhia, and Donetsk are being sub-
jected to Russian “tourists” and other pro-
vocateurs trying to take control of the city 
administration offices. Ukraine, indeed 
the whole world, is in shock; most analysts 
never thought this would unfold as it has, 
only a week after Yanukovych was re-
moved. But the Olympic Games were over 
and it was time for Putin to show his dislike 
of the new Ukrainian government. Fol-
lowing a successful revolution against the 
corrupt regime, the new Ukraine is now 
faced with an even more dangerous post-
Soviet tyrant. The external threat from 
Putin’s expansionist Russia has become 
the next fight for the Maidan movement. 

This creates an extremely serious obstacle 
for the new Ukrainian regime to take on 
the reforms and changes that the Maidan 
movement so desperately wanted to see. 
Banners are being changed from “Ukraine 
is Europe” to “Stop regime violence” to 
“Ukraine united”.

When I visited Kyiv again in late January, 
Yanukovych was on sick leave, and on 
the Maidan, the surface was calm, but the 
atmosphere tense. I climbed up the bar-
ricades of sand bags on Hrushevskoho 
Street to see the burned-out vehicles I had 
watched in flames a week earlier via video 
streamed online; I saw a Maidan self-de-
fense group, and 50 meters in the distance, 
the line of policemen with their shields. A 
group of mothers with banners saying “Re-
gime, don’t kill our children” were heading 
through the barricade to try to get the po-
lice to switch sides.

I meet Oleksandr Zheka, 24 years of age, 
from Kyiv, just graduated from law school 
at Kyiv Mohyla Academy, on the Maidan 
in late November. When I met Oleksandr 
in January, two of his friends who were 
involved in AutoMaidan, a movement or-
ganizing anti-government car processions, 
had gotten their cars burned the night 
before.

“I was there at the beginning of these 
protests, and honestly, I thought that the 
level of the rule of law and protection of 
human rights was much higher than what 
has now been shown over and over again. 
There are no means whatsoever for hold-
ing those in power accountable; they can 
thus use any methods they want to sup-

“
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press the protests; it doesn’t have to be 
legal. This is what I found the most fright-
ening during these protests. It is now clear 
that you are not safe, not in the slightest.”

Oleksandr supports the protests fully. 
When asked why he says:

“Because people understand that this 
current situation is completely unaccept-
able. Constitution and laws exist as if in a 
parallel world. Many have been accused 
of participation in mass demonstrations, 
which can be penalized with up to fifteen 
years in prison. Some of those accused are 
simply journalists or camerapersons, so 
this is really ridiculous.”

He continues:
“People are fed up with the complete 

inequality in Ukrainian society. Those in 
power are two levels higher than average 
people. That is what keeps people out-
side in -20° C weather. For the protesters, 
integration with the European Union is 
not on the agenda at all right now. What is 
motivating the movement right now is the 
desire to change the fundaments of our 
society.”

Later I meet Oleg, a retired engineer, 
63 years old, in the occupied Ukrainian 
House. He is listening to a saxophonist 
and a pianist play for a gathered group. He 
also has supported Euromaidan since the 
beginning, his reasons for doing so being 
mainly to protest the increasing corruption 
in the country.

“Corruption has grown like a cancer 
and spread all over Ukraine. Corruption 
has always existed, but never on this scale. 
It is impossible to solve any problem with-
out it,” he argues.

After two months of standing out in the 
cold without reaction from the regime, 
protesters were clearly disappointed with 
the opposition leaders. The head figure 
of AutoMaidan, Dmytro Bulatov, took the 
stage and proclaimed that they now would 
go to the residency of the president in 
Mezhyirya outside Kyiv, and invited people 
to join them. Right Sector (Pravyi Sektor 
in Ukrainian), a far right group consisting 
of several organizations, was keen to take 
command. They announced that they were 
not against taking the lead in using vio-
lence on Hrushevskoho Street. Opposition 
leaders tried to stop this but failed.

Sasha commented “these were not pro-

vocateurs, but people desperate and angry 
about the situation”.

“Personally, I did not participate in 
those street fights. I was close to the Euro-
pean square, not more than 200 meters 
from where the epicenter of the fights was. 
It was really scary, there were explosions, 
shots could be heard, and there was tear 
gas everywhere.”

Right Sector presents itself as a right-
wing Christian revolutionary patriotic 
movement, striving for an independent, 
united Ukraine, and assures the public 
that they are not racists, fascists, or Nazis. 
During the protests, they claimed that 
their only interest was for the revolution 
to succeed, but that they had no particular 
intention to claim any posts in whatever 
comes after Maidan. Right Sector was 
formed, they themselves claim, during the 
months of revolution. Thus, it was not easy 
for Maidaners to know precisely what they 
wanted, but what all protesters agree on is 
that they have to let all opposition forces 
unite on the Maidan. Fights between op-
position groups would only play into the 
hands of the regime. Now that the new 
power order is about to be established, 
however, Right Sector has decided to reg-
ister as a party and run for all elections an-
nounced, apart from the Kyiv city Mayor. 
Dmytro Yarosh, its leader, is running for 
president. In the last opinion poll, he had 
2.3 percent support, which obviously 
doesn’t get him very  far. But that any wider 
support for the Right Sector exists at all 
may be connected with the triumph of the 
revolution as well as the external threat 
from Russia.

The Russian propaganda machine has 
been successful in getting its message out, 
especially among its own citizens. Large 

swaths of the Russian popula-
tion support Putin’s invasion in 
Crimea. A Ukrainian friend of 
mine came back from a short 
trip to Moscow surprised by 
his Moscow friends’ “totally 
empty grasp of the situation 
in Ukraine”. In Crimea, Ukrai-
nian TV channels were taken 
off the air on March 9. Ukraine 
responded by issuing a law tak-

ing all major Russian channels off the air. 
This has, however, had no effect, since the 
biggest provider has not complied. Many 
Crimeans really believe their economy 
would be better off under a Russian flag; 
further, absent closer union with Rus-
sia, they fear they soon will be forbidden 
from expressing themselves in Russian, 
their mother tongue — some even believe 
that simply “thinking in Russian” will be 
prohibited. The belief that the Russian 
language is banned as a second official 
language is widespread especially in the 
Russian mass media. The Ukrainian parlia-
ment did indeed pass a language bill hast-
ily, but it was not actually signed into law 
by acting president Turchynov. This was 
intended to revoke a law passed during 
the Yanukovych presidency, which gave 
regional and local authorities the right to 
assign a second official language, wherever 
a national minority exceeded 10 percent of 
the total population. 

The pro-Putin protest marches in the 
eastern cities and Odessa are more depen-
dent on paid attendance, since these areas 
are reachable by Ukrainian TV, and are less 
easy for Putin to grab. Paid Russian “visi-
tors” tour the cities. One woman crying 
about the loss of the Russian language was 
caught on camera in three separate cities: 
Odesa, Kharkiv, and Donetsk. Pictures 
of small Russian flags in street bins after 
protests are shared on social media. Media 
disinformation and wage slaves are two 
strategies for conquering a country.

Money was also offered during the anti-
Maidan counterdemonstrations in support 
of Yanukovych. This is shown in several 
video clips shared on social media. I was 
myself offered money to participate in an 
anti-Maidan meeting one evening, at the 
very beginning of the protests. An old lady 

“�Money was 
also offered 
during the anti-
Maidan counter- 
demonstrations  
in support of  
Yanukovych.”
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came up to my friends and me and showed 
us a paper slip of some sort in her glove, 
and I got the impression she was slightly 
ashamed. She smiled a bit insecurely when 
we rejected her recruitment offer of 20 US 
dollars for the anti-Maidan event. Those 
offers are said to be based on “network 
marketing” with chain responsibilities 
among the participants, who are paid at 
the end of the event. To reduce all who 
were not supporting Maidan to recipients 
of bribes or misinformed citizens is of 
course a bit too harsh. Obviously, during 
the Maidan protests, many, especially 
in the eastern and southern parts of the 
country, were expressing sincere support 
for Yanukovych and the Party of Regions, 
and were against the protests: Yanukovych 
was a good leader who provided stability 
and the Maidan people were “dangerous 
criminals”. Many families have relatives in 
Russia and the fear of losing contact with 
them was a factor as well. According to a 
poll by the Razumkov Center published on 
March 13, 2014, 55.2 percent of Ukrainians 
were critical of the government in Decem-
ber. With the new government, the figure is 
34.7 percent.

The new Ukrainian government tries to 
keep Ukraine united, and one strategy has 

been to appoint wealthy Russian-speaking 
oligarchs in some of the unstable cities in 
the East and South. The oligarchs are re-
spected, especially in these areas, and their 
support for the regime shows an example 
for the people. That they are wealthy 
enough to contribute out of their own 
private funds to the defense of Ukraine 
is also a factor. All Ukrainian national TV 
channels (which are mainly oligarch con-
trolled) have banners in the corner saying, 
“Ukraine united”.

It was the strategy of most of the oli-
garchs to keep good relations with whoever 
they thought might be in power after these 
demonstrations were over. “The Choco-
late King” Petro Poroshenko, a shipping, 
confectionery, and agriculture magnate, 
was the only one who took a clear stand in 
favor of Maidan, participated in meetings 
at Maidan and showed his support for the 
protesters openly. His Channel 5 portrayed 
the Maidan protests in a balanced manner, 
as did Ihor Kolomoysky’s TV channel 1+1, 
while Rinat Akhmetov’s Channel Ukraina 
as well as Dmytro Firtash’s channel Inter 
reported in a way that favored Yanu-
kovych. Firtash’s channel quickly switched 
sides when it was clear that Yanukovych 

was finished, sometime around February 
18–20.

Even though most of the oligarchs kept 
in the shadow during the protests, they 
made some announcements occasionally. 
They expressed support of the “civic voices 
being heard”, as well as made statements 
like “We do not want Ukraine to be split be-
tween east and west”, and tacit agreement 
with the actions of the regime. The rhetoric 
used by the wealthiest oligarch, Rinat Akh-
metov, as well as people who are officially 
friendly to the regime, that Ukraine has to 
stay undivided, does not run counter to the 
views of the Maidaners. It has never been 
in the interest of the people of Ukraine to 
split the country. According to a survey 
presented in the Ukrainian weekly maga-
zine Kommentary by Ivan Malyshko on 
January 31, 2014, in the geographic extremi-
ties of the country, only a few percentages 
wish a separation. In the Donbass region 
eight percent expresses such a view, and 
in Western Galicia only one percent wishes 
to separate from Ukraine. According to the 
same survey, only seven percent support 
a federal solution to the crisis in Ukraine. 
The Maidaners and the supporters of anti-
Maidan lived in parallel worlds, to a large 
degree because of the media. Now a united 

Euromaidan started 
with a gathering of 
some hundred  
persons, but changed 
the whole country and 
and its relations to the 
world.
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Ukraine lives in parallel worlds with its 
long-enduring fraternal country, Russia.

Were the “EuromaidanErs” living in an 
illusion? This has yet to be determined. 
What the protesters have achieved so far is 
the first successful popular revolution and 
change of government in the post-Soviet 
space that wasn’t immediately brought 
about by a falsified election. This hap-
pened in the face of a government that 
did not shy away from the use of lethal 
force, and is testament to the movement’s 
remarkable level of organization and de-
termination. The Maidan protests served 
as an eye-opener for young people, giving 
them a sense that change is possible. The 
idea of living in a just society has, at least 
temporarily, triumphed over corruption 
and short-term infusions of money.

However, the conflict has now moved 
to a new level because of the Russian 
intervention. Although there may have 
been little love lost between Putin and 
Yanukovych, the latter was supported by 
the Kremlin precisely because he and his 
corrupt cronies would never comply with 
the westward-looking protesters and their 
demands for transparency, and because he 
took a hard line on dissent. What will be-
come of the democratic reform priorities 
of the new government when faced with a 
concrete external threat is yet to be seen.

Some measures against the culture of 
corruption have already been taken, for 
example, the parliament voted for lower-
ing travel expenses and an end of the use of 
luxury cars by MPs. Lesia Orobets, a young 
politician who was very active during the 
protests, is running for mayor of Kyiv, and 
has declared that her electoral campaign 
will be based on transparent crowd sourc-
ing. All the victims that these events have 
cost, and all the struggles through these 
months, have made reforms a very serious 
matter. The protesters will not make the 
same mistake they made after the Orange 
Revolution — just believe everything will 
be OK. Maidan activists are still there con-
trolling the actions of the parliament, and 
they will remain until the presidential and 
parliamentary elections. This means that a 
kind of direct democracy is, in effect, what 
rules the new Ukraine at the moment.

Great expectations will be placed upon 

any leader, expectations that may be 
hard to live up to — what is desired is “a 
strong guy like Klychko with a brain like 
Yatsenyuk”. “A president needs money 
and reputation,” I hear repeatedly. We 
are thus still in a culture where money 
and political power are inseparable. Ac-
cording to World Values Survey 2011–2012, 
Ukrainians approve of a “strong leader” 
to a much higher degree (71 percent) 
than for example Poles (22 percent), and 
slightly lower than Russians (76 percent). 
The survey also shows that the differences 
between eastern and western Ukraine are 
negligible. Why is there still a demand for a 
strong and rich leader? The crisis situation 
probably evokes faith in those assumed to 
be experienced, competent, and resource-
ful. What is being fought appears again as a 
requirement in the very selection of a new 
leader. The oligarch Petro Poroshenko is 
often mentioned as someone who could 
“handle the transition”, “understands 
both politics and economics”, and “is dip-
lomatic”. At the same time, the fact that he 
has promised to rebuild the cobblestone 
street Hrushevskoho and the Dynamo Sta-
dium, where the battles have taken place, 
underlines his patriarchal style. Who will 
become Ukraine’s new president? Accord-
ing to the latest polls (released at the begin-
ning of March), Poroshenko has the most 
support, at just above 30 percent.

The Russian invasion has brought to-
gether the Maidan movement with those 
who previously opposed changes. All 
Ukrainians must be involved in order not to 
surrender to Russia.

The parallel worlds that exist between 
the people, and power, to some extent 
meet in the fight against the external 
threat. The Party of Regions and the oli-
garchs would appear to agree in the need 
to fight against Russia. However, Akhmetov 
publicly promised to support the newly 
appointed governor in Donetsk, Serhiy 
Taruta, but obviously failed to prevent 
the clashes in Donbass. Many believe that 
those Russian “tourists” could not have 
come to Ukraine and local thugs would not 
have organized themselves without his (at 
least) tacit approval. Kolomoyskiy, on the 
other hand, who is now governor in Dni-
propetrovsk, has not failed in maintaining 

stability in his region. Akhmetov controls 
everything in the Donbass region and per-
haps a federalization of Ukraine is not far 
from his true interests. Other interpreta-
tions are possible. If Ukraine were to fall 
too heavily under the rule of the Kremlin, 
it could spell the end of the oligarch’s busi-
ness empires.

Because of the direct Russian interven-
tion, the territorial integrity and indepen-
dence of the Ukrainian state is at stake. 
But as long as business and politics are as 
intimately intertwined as they are today, 
any serious reform in Ukraine in line with 
the ideological foundation of the protest 
movement will be a an exceptionally chal-
lenging task.≈

hanna söderbaum

Note: The content in commentaries 
 expresses the views of the authors and  
does not necessarily reflect the views  
of Baltic Worlds.
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I
n 1993, Harvard professor Samuel P. Huntington 
published his famous theory about a clash of civi-
lizations, according to which the primary reason 
for conflict in the future would not be ideologies 

or economic interests but rather cultural and religious 
contradictions.

Huntington began his thinking by surveying the 
diverse theories on the nature of global politics in the 
post–Cold War period. Some theorists and writers 
argued that human rights, liberal democracy, and 
capitalist free market economy had become the only 
remaining ideological points of orientation for nations 
in the post–Cold War world. Other researchers argued 
that we had reached the “end of history” in a Hegelian 
sense. Huntington believed that while the age of ideol-
ogy had ended, the world had merely reverted to a normal state of 
affairs characterized by cultural conflict.

In the 1993 Foreign Affairs article, Huntington writes:

It is my hypothesis that the fundamental source of con-
flict in this new world will not be primarily ideological or 
primarily economic. The great divisions among human-
kind and the dominating source of conflict will be cultur-
al. Nation-states will remain the most powerful actors in 
world affairs, but the principal conflicts of global politics 
will occur between nations and groups of different civili-
zations. The clash of civilizations will be the battle lines of 
the future.1

At the end of the article, he writes: “This is not to advocate the de-
sirability of conflicts between civilizations. It is to set forth descrip-
tive hypotheses as to what the future may be like.”

He argued further in The Clash of Civilizations that after the 
end of the Cold War, world politics had moved into a new phase 
in which non-Western civilizations were no more the objects in 
relation to Western civilization, but had become important actors, 
along with the West, in shaping world history.

Huntington’s theory is more relevant now than ever in Russian 
discourse. The background for this is the growing religious aware-
ness among Muslims both in the wider Middle East, from Pakistan 
to Morocco, which has resulted in terrorism and Western interven-
tions, and in Russian Northern Caucasus, especially Chechnya 
and Dagestan. Other reasons are the growth of Russian national-
ism, which fills the void left after the collapse of communism; 
the strengthening of the Orthodox Church; and President Putin’s 

recent anti-West campaign. Russian nationalism and xenophobia 
have resulted in veritable pogroms against migrant workers, main-
ly those from the poor, new Central Asian states, but also those 
from the unruly North Caucasus in Russia proper. In October 2013, 
a nasty pogrom occurred in southern Moscow, after which 1,200 
migrants were deported, and a so-called Russian March took place 
in over a hundred cities with slogans like “Russia for the Russians” 
and demands for the introduction of migrant visas.

All this set the tone for the international conference on Hun-
tington’s theory, in Yekaterinburg, October 28–30, 2013. Most par-
ticipants came from various Russian regions; many of them had a 
non-Russian background and academic training. There were also 
some experts from the Middle East and Western Europe. Russian 
nationalists were hardly noticed. An important role was played by 
Armenians from different countries, especially Ashot Ayrapetyan, 
head of the Center for Interethnic Cooperation and chairman of 
the conference.

The conference was opened by Vladimir Dubichev, deputy 
head of the Sverdlov oblast administration, who lauded the choice 
of Yekaterinburg as the venue, since it showed that Russia honors 
international conventions about the eradication of all forms of rac-
ism. The region has over 160 ethnic groups, all of whom allegedly 
live in peace and harmony. This differs from many other regions in 
Russia and reflects a special Ural mentality, he opined.

Most experts at the conference seemed to agree that Hun-
tington’s theory on the clash of civilizations was fruitful and had 
raised essential issues, but the critical questions are whether it is 
applicable to today’s world and how it is used by different political 
groups. The philosopher Viktor Martyanov reminded us that the 
theory was advanced in reaction to Francis Fukuyama’s theory 

Huntington’s  
Clash of Civilizations  
in Russian discourse
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about the “end of history” and the victory, with the collapse of the 
Soviet empire, of the liberal-democratic West, which resulted in 
the bipolar world being split up further. Enver Kisriev, a research-
er on African civilizations, explained that the theory had become 
attractive because globalization had broken up traditional ties and 
weakened many states, so that many people instead sought sup-
port in an ethnic and religious identity. As noted by Huntington 
himself, Russia can be viewed as an example of this. Nowadays, 
many Russians, including President Putin, maintain that Russia is 
a civilization of its own, separate from Europe. Some participants 
claimed that Huntington’s theory could be used as legitimation for 
Western interventions in Muslim countries.

Complex civilizations
However, almost all speakers offered criticisms or modifications 
of Huntington’s theory. They said that even if there are differences 
between civilizations, the boundaries are vague: conflicts can be 
avoided, and there are differences and conflicts within civiliza-
tions as well as between them. While Huntington refers to the 
United States as part of a Western civilization, Valery Garbuzovof 
the US-Canada Institute in Moscow pointed out that, throughout 
its history, the US has developed its own identity and become a 
melting pot. In it, several races and nationalities coexist peace-
fully, which has laid a solid foundation for economic and military 
successes.

Kisriev emphasized that the modernization of states cannot be 
based on religion, but presupposes secularization. Other confer-
ence speakers voiced support for individual human rights over 
collective ones based on ethnic or religious affiliation. Anara 
Maldasheva, at the Britain-sponsored Center for Training and 
Research in Kyrgyzstan, underlined the importance of civil soci-
ety and NGOs in dampening ethnic conflicts. In her opinion, the 
citizens are more peaceful in their approach towards other states 
than their leaders are.

Conflicts can also be caused by clashes among growing popula-
tions over limited natural resources – not only energy, but also 
water and agricultural land, stressed Alexander Akimov, at the 
Institute of Economic Oriental Studies in Moscow. He nonetheless 
discerned possibilities of cooperation and convergence among 
civilizations.

Gevorg Ter-Gabrielyan, head of “Eurasia–Armenia” a British-
sponsored fund in Armenia, noted that “civilization” once re-
ferred to the whole human race, whereas now there are many 
definitions. In his view, conflicts should be solved by education 
that promotes critical thinking. Deputy Director of the Iranian 
Institute for Political and International Studies Ahmad Sadeghi 
underlined the need for economic and cultural exchange and for 
non-violent conflict resolution. He criticized Huntington’s theory 
for neglecting the common roots of Christianity, Islam, and Juda-
ism. He recalled former President Khatami’s proposal on a Dialog 
among Civilizations, which became the basis of a UN resolution in 
2001 and was followed up by a Spanish-Turkish initiative on an Alli-
ance of Civilizations in 2005.

The view of the Middle East as a divided civilization with con-
flicts among various Muslim groups was presented by the econo-

mist Ibrahim Hegazy at the American University in Cairo. In Egypt, 
he noted the existence of a fundamental battle between the Mus-
lim Brotherhood and secular forces.

The Armenian-Syrian political scientist Hrach Kalsahakian 
reminded us that the borders in the Middle East were drawn ar-
bitrarily by the former colonial powers. The states are weak, and 
clan membership is often more important than citizenship. As ev-
erybody knows, the Kurds are split among Turkey, Iran, Iraq, and 
Syria, and are fighting for unification.

Yury Anchabadze of the Moscow Institute of Ethnology and An-
thropology advanced the view that almost every nation nowadays 
claims to be a civilization of its own, for example in the Caucasus, 
and he posed the question whether the conflict between Arme-
nians and Azeris should be labeled as civilizational. The same is 
true of the widening rift between Shia and Sunni in the Middle 
East. 

The migrant question
The issue of clashing civilizations has been exacerbated in recent 
years as a result of growing labor migration and refugee flows from 
the south both to Russia, and to Western Europe. Curiously, this 
problem was not touched upon by Huntington, but admittedly, it 
was less urgent at the time he developed was developing his ideas. 
Several speakers elaborated on the tough conditions today for 
migrants in Russia. On top of the harsh conditions, the migrants 
are often targeted for attacks by Russian nationalists. In Soviet 
times, state structures existed to receive and employ migrants. 
Today, however, there are few – if any – services available to 
migrants; they receive no free healthcare and have to pay for their 
Russian language courses. Yet the migrants are needed in Russia, 
for instance in the growing construction and service sectors. The 
migrants, in turn, often have no other alternative than to strive to 
find work abroad, in order to be able to support their families back 
home. Khursheda Khamrakulova, a member of the Council of Na-
tionalities of the city of Moscow, argued that state power should be 
strengthened to handle this problem.

The economist Akimov made a proposal on how to organize the 
recruitment of foreign migrant workers: use private employment 
agencies. This may cause legal problem, others argued. 

Many other solutions, or rather perspectives, were also for-
warded. Uwe Erbel, who represented a German NGO in the field, 
mentioned respect and integration as key factors.

As early as the 1970s, the West German government was inviting 
foreign workers from southern Europe, but did not expect them 
to stay. The migrants met resistance in the beginning, but now it is 
obvious that they are needed, for instance in the healthcare sector.

Erbel thus argued for measures to improve the conditions for 
migrants: they should be allowed to organize, be taught the local 
language, get citizenship, and enjoy equal rights. If they are inte-
grated, they will also become an asset.

Hegazy, the Egyptian, commented in this context that if the 
EU states want to reduce migration from Arab states, they should 
promote trade rather than give aid. The Syrian Kalsahakian, who 
has lived in Dubai for many years, discussed the rapid economic 
development of Dubai, where about 90 percent of the population 
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are immigrants, but lack all rights.
Professor Andrei Golovnev, corresponding member of the Rus-

sian Academy of Sciences in Yekaterinburg, rounded off this dis-
cussion by proposing the proclamation of an official Migrant’s Day. 
The model for this was Empress Catherine the Great, who invited 
foreign workers to settle in Russia and arranged a good reception 
for them at the border.

Are foreign interventions justified?
A special session of the conference was devoted to the contentious 
question of whether foreign interventions into domestic conflicts, 
which can be seen as a response to civilizational contradictions, 
are justified. Chairman Ayrapetyan started off with an interesting 
historical exposé. Without lingering on the Turkish genocide of 
the Armenians in 1915, he recalled how Soviet Russia supported 
Kemal Atatürk’s revolutionary regime against the Western pow-
ers after the First World War. Russia provided economic and 
military assistance, which was used against Greeks, Armenians, 
and Georgians in the period 1920–1921. Nevertheless, in the 1930s, 
Turkey reoriented itself towards the West and became a threat to 
the Soviet Union. By way of conclusion, he posed the question of 
whether the Western powers are not concerned that their support 
for armed groups in various countries in order to promote liberty 
and democracy might backfire. He was obviously referring to the 
current civil war in Syria.

Several other speakers also voiced doubts about the merits of 
military action and support. Kisriev mentioned Afghanistan as an 
unsolved problem, despite many years of occupation.

“The strong Western powers act as they please in world politics 
and even supported the Taliban,” claimed Dr. Khamrakulova, 
arousing protests. She suggested further that the president of Rus-
sia should be awarded the Nobel Peace Prize because he had foiled 
an American intervention in Syria by inducing its government to 
turn over its chemical weapons.

However, Mr. Kalsahakian pointed out that the Western inter-
vention in Libya was insufficient and that the more important 
issue is what steps are to be taken after the intervention. He noted 
that in Syria, it is not only states that are interfering, but also vari-
ous radical groups and alliances. The UN only intervenes when the 
concern is chemical weapons, not other lethal weapons. He saw 
a need for intervention, but the question is of course what kind of 
intervention.

I myself contributed to this debate by noting that instead of 
talking about “humanitarian interventions” and the like, the UN 
nowadays uses the concept of responsibility to protect (R2P). In 
2005, the Security Council adopted a resolution obliging the mem-
ber states to protect their populations from genocide, war crimes, 
crimes against humanity, and ethnic cleansing. The international 
community has a responsibility to assist the states in this, and if 
the states fail to protect their populations, the international com-
munity has a responsibility to intervene with coercive measures. 
Military intervention nonetheless still requires sanction by the 
Security Council.

Proceeding then to review some foreign interventions in recent 
years, including their motives and results, I pointed out that no 

Western or other states intervened to prevent the genocides in 
Rwanda in 1994 and in Darfur in 2003–2010, each of which claimed 
hundreds of thousands of lives. The UN-sanctioned NATO inter-
vention against the Taliban regime in 2001 and the subsequent 
military presence in Afghanistan now, after over twelve years, has 
not led to the desired outcome of peace and development. Simi-
larly, the US-led intervention in and occupation of Iraq from 2003 
to 2011 must also be seen as a significant failure, given that terror 
attacks continue, and the country seems to be disintegrating along 
confessional lines.

The NATO interventions in Bosnia-Herzegovina in 1995 and 
Kosovo in 1999 may be regarded as somewhat more successful, 
since the internecine war was stopped and independent states 
were established. However, the ethnic cleansing is a done deed, 
and the viability of the states remains uncertain. The air support 
provided by NATO for the opposition in Libya in 2011, which was 
sanctioned by the UN Security Council, contributed to the demise 
of the long-lived Gaddafi dictatorship. But this was followed by 
economic crisis, and low-level insurgency among regionally based 
clans, so after about three years, the outcome remains a disap-
pointment.

More successful was the French intervention in Mali in 2013, 
which helped the government to stop and reverse the onslaught 
of Al Qaeda–connected rebels in the north. After this, the French 
troops soon handed over peacekeeping to UN troops and left for 
the Central African Republic and another civil war. Thus, even if 
the reasons for the interventions in most cases are compelling, the 
results are rather mixed, especially in the long run. But a failure to 
intervene can also be disastrous.

In conclusion, the discussion at this conference on Hunting-
ton’s controversial theory on the clash of civilizations did not, 
perhaps surprisingly, give rise to sharp exchanges between Chris-
tians and Muslims or Russians and Western Europeans. Instead, 
the spirit was characterized by a striving to solve problems by 
dialog and cooperation. Very few nationalist statements were 
heard. The general discussion about civilizations was linked both 
to topical analyses of the acute migration problems in Russia and 
other countries, as well as to a more political debate on the use of 
violence in and among states. Even though more questions than 
definite answers remained on the table, many different interests 
were thus met, and everybody appeared satisfied with Ural hospi-
tality. ≈
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Note: The conference was organized by the Center for Interethnic  
Cooperation in Moscow and financed by the Foreign Ministry’s  
Gorchakov Fund, with support from local authorities in Yekaterinburg.
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Stray dogs in Bucharest.           Sterilization programs have now been adopted in several Romanian cities.

M
any postcommunist countries – Russia, Bulgaria, and 
Romania – have large numbers of stray dogs. Vari-
ous estimates have been made on the exact figures: 
the number of stray dogs in Bucharest, for example, 

is said to be 65,000. Stray dogs reproduce rapidly and pose a 
significant threat to human health through their role as vectors 
of diseases such as rabies. Each year, the anti-rabies center of the 
Bucharest Institute for Infectious Diseases vaccinates about 15,000 
people against rabies as a result of their having been bitten by 
dogs. The stray dogs may cause other problems, too: they may be 
responsible for damage of property and livestock, for deposition 
of excreta near or in areas inhabited by people, and so on.

In September, 2013, a 4-year-old Romanian boy died after being 
attacked by a dog. After the incident, Romania adopted a new law 
that allows dogs in custody to be killed after 14 days if an owner has 
not come forward. Previously, it was only sick dogs that were put 
to sleep. The new law was met with resistance and indignation, 
in particular among dog rights activists in northern and western 
Europe.

There are other, more effective methods for reducing the num-
ber of stray dogs, the activists claimed. Holland is often mentioned 
in this context as an example of where it was possible to reduce 
the number of stray dogs with gentler, long-term methods. Ster-
ilization is an important measure, relocation another. Education 
of owners and measures to manage the dog population as a whole 
is also of importance. Sterilization programs for reducing the 
number of stray dogs have now been adopted in several Romanian 
cities.

In preparation for the 2012 UEFA European Championship, there 
were plans in Ukraine to mass slaughter strays. Instead, after 
protests from activists, especially those from outside the country, 
stricter animal husbandry laws were adopted, and in a few cities 
– Kyiv, Odessa, and Lviv – sterilization programs were introduced 
with support from NGOs in Western Europe. 

In Russia, the methods for 
keeping the number of stray 
dogs down is determined at 
the local level. In several locali-
ties, poisoned meat has been 
put out as a cheap and quick 
way to reduce the number of 
stray dogs and cats. This is 
not, as mentioned above, the 
internationally recommended 

method. It causes suffering, risks harming pets – 
as well as people – and for that matter is not con-
sidered particularly effective in the long run.

In preparation for the Winter Olympics in 
Sochi, there was a desire to rid the city of stray 
dogs. Mass culling was announced, and during 
the fall, approximately 300 dogs per month ap-
pear to have been slaughtered. Sharp protests 
were nonetheless heard. A Russian businessman 
stepped in and became the savior of the remain-
ing strays. His deed is described as follows in The 
New York Times:

A dog shelter backed by a Russian bil-
lionaire is engaged in a frantic last-ditch 
effort to save hundreds of strays facing a 
death sentence before the Winter Olym-
pics begin here. [...]  
A “dog rescue” golf cart is now scouring 
the Olympic campus, picking up the ani-
mals and delivering them to the shelter, 
which is really an outdoor shantytown 
of doghouses on a hill on the outskirts of 
the city. It is being called PovoDog, a play 
on the Russian word povodok, which 
means leash.

American hockey players got involved by finding new homes for 
the dogs. The Daily Mail reports:

David Backes went to Sochi hoping to bring home a gold 
medal with the US hockey team. Instead, the St. Louis 
Blues’ captain brought back a couple of stray puppies. 
[...] 
Backes said he and his wife did not originally intend 
to bring any animals back. They were hoping to create 
awareness about shelters that have been set up in Sochi 
to help hundreds of stray dogs that received international 
media attention.

Backes has now created a foundation, Athletes for Animals, that 
will help find new homes for the strays in Sochi.

But the problem of stray dogs is not just one faced by organiz-
ers of major events. In central Moscow, there are reportedly some 
35,000 stray dogs. They are said to have adapted to the urban en-

Increased number  
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vironment in a startling way. Andrey Poyarkov, a biologist who has 
studied Moscow’s strays for 30 years tells ABC News:

 The street is tough and it is survival of the fittest. These 
clever dogs know people much better than people know 
them. Taking the subway is just one of many tactics the 
strays have come up with for surviving in the manmade 
wilderness around them.

Moscow’s strays have also been observed obeying traffic lights, 
says Poyarkov’s graduate student, Alexei Vereshchagin. He and 
Poyarkov report that the strays have developed a variety of tech-
niques for hunting food in the wild metropolis. Sometimes a pack 
will send out a smaller, cuter member apparently realizing it will 
be more successful at begging than its bigger, less attractive coun-
terparts.

The survival instinct is strong, and the dogs are adaptable. There-
fore, they survive and rapidly increase in number.

So why has the number of stray dogs increased so sharply in 

Russia and Eastern Europe 
since the transition to a market 
economy? Often mentioned 
explanation is that mass pet 
abandonment was triggered 
by economic hardship in the 
post-Soviet Russia. A theory 
proposed by Viktoriya Guseva 
at the University of Colorado is 
that it is about a lack of protec-
tion of private property. She 
argues that:

“Abandonment was made 
possible by the lack of pet 
ownership regulations. There-
fore, the lack of pet owner-
ship laws and regulations 
were the cause of the stray 
dog population increase.”1

Guseva argues further that 
protection of private property 
guarantees ownership exclusiv-
ity, even when it comes to dogs. 
Regulations as dog registration 
and licensing, humane dog 
control practices and animal 
shelters thus play a key role in 
the stray dog population man-
agement and reduction of its 
size. Stray dogs as a group con-
sist of owned dogs that are lost 

or abandoned, but also of dogs born roaming. According to WHO 
75% of all dogs in the world are strays. ≈
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by Anders Nordström

Reconciliation 
rather than  
revolt

 “Cosmopolitan Europe is not a new mechanism for pro-
ducing unlimited happiness but rather a set of instruc-
tions for dealing with ambivalences — ambivalences that 
are irreducible because they are characteristic of the 
second modernity.” 

Ulrich Beck and Edgar Grande, Cosmopolitan Europe,  
(Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 2008), 27.

  

ince 1989, the international community has been in-
creasingly engaged in monitoring, measuring, ranking, 
and rating democracies in order to secure the core 
values of human rights and democracy. Historically, this 

kind of activity would be seen as outside interference in the very 
mechanisms of popular sovereignty, but today it is more or less 
standard practice and often welcomed. In the name of universal 
norms, agents representing the international community advice, 
guide, and ask states to make changes to legislation and practices 
in line with regional or world standards. The general problem this 
article will address centers on how to understand long-term inter-
ference of the international community in the affairs of states that 
strive to be recognized as democratic. Is it to be viewed as democ-
ratization from the outside? Or are new democracies much more 
integrated in an international community of values, and interfer-
ence should be seen as part of institutionalized cosmopolitanism?

The focus of the study is the Council of Europe (CoE) and the 
member states Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan. The CoE claims 
to be the guardian of European values and acts as an antechamber 
to the EU. Before any EU candidacy can be discussed, prospective 
candidates need to be accepted as willing and able members of the 

CoE and finish a period of monitoring. The three states above have 
been under scrutiny since the turn of the century, with no end to 
the monitoring in sight.

The CoE is a traditional IGO and accession by new states is de-
cided by the existing member states, but the monitoring of mem-
bership commitments has been delegated to the parliamentary 
assembly of the CoE (PACE), which is advisory, but independent. 
The peculiarity of PACE monitoring is that it is in the hands of a 
transnational body with members representing the parliaments 
of Europe, and not experts or diplomats appointed by the states. 
It opens up countries for scrutiny and interaction based on the 
promise of a short period of monitoring, but includes the possibil-
ity of continuous monitoring if progress is not satisfactory or, in 
the worst case, a recommendation of rejection is made.
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The aim of this study is to explore the continued critical dia-
logue between a parliamentary assembly with rather unclear 
authority and its new members. If it is assumed that states in gen-
eral treasure their sovereignty, and members of a community of 
democracies ought to respect each other’s constitutional integrity, 
the long-term monitoring of new members becomes puzzling. 
This article will investigate the occurrence of interference, the 
authority employed to ensure interference, and the continuation 
of a process of interference over an extended period. The study is 
guided by three research questions: 1) What events led to interfer-
ence and what were the responses? 2) How did interference affect 
the authority of the monitoring? 3) Why did the process of interfer-
ence continue?

Two perspectives on interference
In the literature dealing with the spread of human rights and dem-
ocratic standards, two broad theoretical perspectives on the role 
of outside interference can be found. The first and dominant per-
spective is that interference is best understood as democratization 
from the outside.1  This assumes a dualism between democratic 
and authoritarian states and a steady push 
from activists in transnational civil society 
to abolish authoritarian rule and liberate 
societies.2 The logic of interference in the 
democratization from the outside perspec-
tive is that that outside pressure can be 
employed in the distinct phases of democ-
ratization. States are thought to develop 
from authoritarian to democratic through 
a brief transition followed by consolidation 
of the new rules of the game. Outside inter-
vention is considered to have an effect dur-
ing transition and consolidation to support 
the forces of democratic change and dele-
gitimize the forces of authoritarian rule.3 
This implies that the forces of democratic 
change and authoritarianism are recogniz-
able and that outside forces are skillful in their use of measures of 
intervention.

In such a scenario, the role of an IGO such as the CoE  is to pro-
vide pressure and amplify the demands of democratic states and 
transnational activist networks. It is considered a leverage point 
which can add normative power.4 In the literature on the impact 
of the CoE, the lobbying activities in Strasbourg by human rights 
organizations is explained by the normative power of the CoE in 
the field of human rights.5 However, the scholars who have studied 
the impact of the CoE on the new members are generally disap-
pointed. The organization has been reluctant to use its powers to 
condemn regimes with poor records of democracy and human 
rights and is feared to have lost credibility as a human rights cham-
pion.6  The interference logic of democratization from the outside 
thus assumes a revolutionary outsider role of IGOs and a high de-
gree of consistency with clearly defined ideals of human rights and 
democracy.

A less revolutionary understanding of interference is that it is 

an aspect of institutionalized cosmopolitanism. Institutionalized 
cosmopolitanism can be defined as the intentional organizational 
measures the international community uses in its attempts to deal 
with risks and uncertainty created by the processes of globaliza-
tion.7  The cosmopolitan perspective essentially denies the dual-
ism of democratization and assumes a unified whole of self-pro-
claimed, but flawed, democratic states engaged in a dialogue on 
the specifics of a proclaimed unity of values enshrined in various 
human rights treaties. This dialogue is carried out through itera-
tion of universal values and intended to save rather than under-
mine the foundation of the states’ authority.8  The main difference 
is thus that, in the cosmopolitan perspective, the conflict regard-
ing interpretation of human rights lies within one legal-political 
system, not between two opposing systems.

The role of IGOs is to invent new means for addressing post-
poned or unresolved issues that neither states nor IGOs can 
address on their own. Often these means are seen as ad hoc tem-
porary measures, but they tend to bring the international and 
the national systems closer together.9 What institutionalized cos-

mopolitanism does is open spaces for 
interaction between competing actors 
based on the claim of common values. 
In these spaces of interaction, a dialogue 
on the new boundaries takes place. Cos-
mopolitanism as a way of re-organizing 
the world thus gains authority and re-
authorizes democratic states by publicly 
mediating the universal and the particu-
lar.  The interference logic of institution-
alized cosmopolitanism thus assumes 
a reconciliatory insider role where the 
IGO resolves acute problems, and relies 
more on responsiveness to the concerns 
of local actors.

Method of analysis
The method of analysis has been to trace the monitoring process 
through the official documents it creates. The material is reports, 
resolutions, and transcripts of the debates available on the CoE 
website. The process has been divided into phases of destabiliza-
tion and stabilization of the monitoring agreement between PACE 
and the member state. The monitoring contract represents a com-
mon enterprise by the CoE and the member state and remains 
stable as long as progress is recorded. Destabilization occurs 
when the rapporteurs express concern over an event which is so 
significant that they publicly ask for action by the member state 
in order to show it is still committed to the common cause. Desta-
bilization is most visible in the extraordinary debates concerning 
specific issues, declaration of “test cases”, and in instances of the 
application of threats to officially challenge the CoE credentials of 
the country in question. Stabilization occurs when PACE resolves 
that the issue is closed. By identifying the actors, issues, and posi-
tions on the issues visible in the public documentation, a story 
about each process has been created. The stories have then been 

“�The eastward 
expansion 
also meant a 
redefinition 
of Europe such 
that it was first 
and foremost  
a community  
of values.”
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compared in order to make some generalizations about the logic 
of interference. Only issues concerning domestic politics have 
been analyzed. In the South Caucasus, PACE also had the goal of 
regulating the consequences of war and the creation of peace, but 
although a lot of energy was put into this effort, it will not be dealt 
with here.

The story of the accession process of 
Armenia, Georgia, and Azerbaijan
After the end of the Cold War, the CoE became the first of the Eu-
ropean organizations to invite members of the former East.11 In 
rapid succession, the former Warsaw Pact states and the European 
republics of the former Soviet Union were invited in, and at the 
same time, the pan-European legal system was strengthened. The 
rapid expansion caused concerns about the level of commitment 
to the values of the IGO, and, as an ad-hoc solution, monitoring 
was put into place. PACE was invigorated by taking on the task 
of monitoring the new members’ obligations and commitments 
to the community, and ultimately the power to recommend that 
CoE exclude them from membership if they failed to keep their 
promises.12 PACE monitoring of new members is performed by 
the monitoring committee, but a growing host of specialized and 
independent CoE bodies also monitor individual conventions 
or have specialized monitoring roles.13 The Venice Commission, 
which is the CoE’s expert body on constitutional law,14 and the CoE 
Commissioner for Human Rights, who systematically address hu-
man rights issues all over Europe, deserve special mention in this 
context. The importance of the work of the PACE monitoring com-
mittee is that it collects and places all monitoring activities of the 
CoE in one context.

The eastward expansion also meant a redefinition of Europe such 
that it was first and foremost a community of values. The invitation 
and acceptance of the three South Caucasus states of Armenia, 
Georgia, and Azerbaijan as members meant that the border of 
the pan-European legal sphere was extended to cover these three 
newly independent states with poor records of democracy, human 
rights, and the rule of law, and with less than full control over their 
own territories. Inclusion of the three states did not come without 
resistance. The Political Affairs Committee first argued that the 
South Caucasus traditionally was a part of Asia and that the CoE 
thus should not extend that far.15  This, however, led to resistance 
within PACE. After a crucial debate in 1994,16 it was stated that as 
long as states neighboring Europe declared a willingness to belong 
to the community of values they would be welcome.17 Membership 
thus came on the condition of acceptance of the developing Eu-
ropean acquis18 on human rights, democracy, and the rule of law, 
and of being subjected to monitoring by PACE. The CoE acquis was 
a new concept that was being developed, and referred to a host of 
conventions that were to be obligatory for all member states and 
would form the basis for European consensus in the field of de-
mocracy and human rights. 

The terms for membership were set in the entry negotiations. 
During the accession period from 1996–1999, CoE experts assessed 
the situation, established contacts with the societies, and together 

with the authorities created a list of commitments and obligations 
to be enacted after membership. The goal was to make the new 
states’ legislation and administrative structures harmonize with 
the ideals and standards embedded in the CoE acquis. What was 
negotiated was how to make the existing legal system compatible 
with the European standard and where and to what extent it was 
necessary to make changes. All three countries were described as 
having the same general problems. The deeper long-run problem 
was the mentality of authoritarianism, which created a political 
culture of unwillingness on the part of the authorities to accept 
the need for critical debate and a failure from the opposition to 
provide constructive criticism. There had been serious allega-
tions of election fraud and use of undemocratic measures and 
certain parts of the opposition in all three countries had refused 
to acknowledge the results and take part in regulated political life, 
instead engaging in boycotts and street demonstrations. This had 
been met with repression from the state, including violent clashes 
with police and persecution of political opponents. There were 
also lingering problems of refugees and displaced peoples from 
the wars, problems of corruption, and the lack of an independent 
judiciary.

In the accession process, the authorities and the CoE bodies 
negotiated what needed to be done and what the most pressing 
concerns were. The assessment was not whether the countries 
had fulfilled all standards, but whether they were perceived as 
progressing and willing to cooperate with the CoE and other orga-
nizations in the field. The end result was a formal opinion by PACE 
that set the agenda for the years to come. This was the contractual 
agreement that governed the relation between PACE and the new 
member during the continued monitoring process. The spirit was 
one of inclusion. An often-used phrase was that the countries had 
reached the “minimum standard”. For the CoE, the inclusion of 
the South Caucasus meant that the countries had an opportunity 
to start their journey towards the goal of becoming fully included 
in the pan-European legal sphere.

The post-accession phase
The minimum standard of human rights prac-
tices was tested in the post-accession phase as the 
more controversial aspects of the membership 
contract were challenged by the new members. 
The challenge evolved into a long-term contesta-
tion between human rights activists and advo-
cates of the state’s right to self-determination. 
Each of the three countries challenged the 
minimum standard of human rights, but on dif-
ferent issues. In Armenia the parliament stalled 
the abolition of the death penalty, in Georgia the 
parliament stalled the signing and ratification of 
the minority rights conventions, and in Azerbai-
jan the government challenged the allegations 
that there were political prisoners in the country. 
These three issues came to define the key prob-
lems PACE identified with each of the countries 
regarding human rights. This does not mean that 

Belonging to Europe is not a question of geography. Rather of meeting minimum standards set by the CoE.
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a symbolic test case where Georgia could show its willingness to 
make progress.

Azerbaijani reluctance to accept allega-
tions about political prisoners
The issue of political prisoners turned out to be the most prob-
lematic and divisive challenge for PACE.33 Prisoners who could 
be described as political were present to some extent in all three 
countries. During the accession phase, alleged political prison-
ers in Georgia,34 Armenia,35 and Azerbaijan36 were interviewed by 
the CoE rapporteurs, and the situation assessed. The situation in 
Azerbaijan, however, called for further action by PACE. A large 
number of prisoners had been jailed on uncertain grounds during 
the years of political instability, and, in the accession negotiation, 
Azerbaijan committed to releasing or granting a new trial for those 
prisoners who were regarded by local human rights organizations 
as imprisoned on political grounds. The organizations created a 
list of cases that formed the basis for dialogue among Azerbaijan, 
the CoE, and the NGOs. When Azerbaijan became a member, how-
ever, the attitude by the Azerbaijani authorities manifested an un-
willingness to accept the views of the NGOs and their role as advo-
cates for alleged political prisoners. To save the situation, the CoE 
founded a special group to cooperate with Azerbaijani authorities 
and monitor the implementation of the commitments.37

 What followed was a kind of game between the Azerbaijani 
government, the human rights activists, and the CoE bodies in-
volved. The government released some prisoners, but kept others 
in prison, and challenged the opinion of the NGOs and the CoE 
experts, both on the cases and on the definition of political prison-
ers in general. The human rights organizations, in turn, reported 
new cases and questioned the retrials. In the middle was the CoE, 

which was eager to make visible progress, 
and whose ambition was to make the 
government and the NGOs cooperate. A 
number of debates were held and reso-
lutions and recommendations made in 
PACE on the topic between 2002 and 2013, 
but the issues were not resolved.38 Instead, 
the questions remained open and polar-
ized, and the polarization spilled back 
over into the CoE and PACE. The problem 
boiled down to the question of which 
authority PACE should rely on regarding 
political prisoners: the admittedly flawed, 
but possibly progressing legal system of 
Azerbaijan, or the human rights activists 
in Azerbaijan and their transnational part-

ners. The division led to a failure to pass a resolution on the issue 
in 2013.39

The phase of politicization
After the post-accession phase, the monitoring became more and 
more entangled with political processes in the three countries. In 
2003, all three South Caucasus states had their first cycle of presi-

each of the problems was not present in all three countries, but 
once focus was set on one set of issues for a particular country, it 
came to define the continued dialogue.

Armenian reluctance to  
abolish the death penalty
The death penalty had been abolished in Azerbaijan and Georgia 
before accession and Armenia was planning to abolish it.20 But in 
1999, the year before accession, there was an armed attack inside 
the parliament on the newly elected government which resulted in 
the deaths of several ministers. This event stirred up emotions  
regarding the death penalty and it became difficult to continue 
with the abolition effort.21 For PACE and the international human 
rights movement, the abolition of the death penalty and the cre-
ation of a death penalty free zone in Europe was perhaps the most 
important achievement of the enlargement of the CoE,22 and there 
was little room for compromise. When PACE debated the first reg-
ular report on the progress of Armenia in 2002, the country was 
given a deadline of June 2003 and threatened with sanctions  
if it did not comply.23 Armenia eventually abolished the death  
penalty in October 2003,24 but the delay raised concerns that 
Armenia was not fully committed to change and complied only 
under pressure.

Georgian reluctance to  
extend minority rights
Minority rights were high on the agenda and PACE viewed the 
minority rights conventions as a means to prevent future ethnic 
conflicts.25 Armenia and Azerbaijan willingly signed the CoE mi-
nority rights conventions, but Georgia failed to do so and argued 
that minority rights were not necessary and perhaps dangerous 
to the stability of the country.26 The rapporteurs of the monitor-
ing committee did not put pressure on 
Georgia in the first evaluations, refer-
ring to lack of interest from the minority 
groups themselves.27 The issue was mainly 
pushed by the Committee of Legal Affairs 
and Human Rights,28 and pressure to sign 
the conventions was re-applied to Georgia 
in connection with the Rose Revolution.29 
In 2005, Georgia entered the Framework 
Convention on National Minorities, but 
continued to fail to sign the European 
Convention on Regional and Minority 
Languages. A minority rights issue which 
became important was the fate of the 
stateless minority Meshketian Turks.30 
During the accession phase, Georgia made 
commitments to grant the Meshketian Turks citizenship and rein-
tegrate them into Georgian society.31 The process went very slow, 
and as it dragged on, the group was eventually granted asylum 
in the United States, a development that revealed the flaws in the 
European minority rights regime. In 2005, a PACE resolution again 
raised the issue,32 and the Georgian government made additional 
promises and started the process of repatriation. For PACE it was 

In the effort to implement human rights it seems that some violation of those very rights has taken place. 

“�However, the 
scholars who 
have studied 
the impact of 
the CoE on the 
new members 
are generally 
disappointed.”
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dential elections as members of the CoE. Armenia had its elections 
in February, Azerbaijan in October, and Georgia in November. 
They all followed the same pattern: allegations of fraud and use 
of government resources to control the public sphere before and 
during the election, and attempts to quell street protests with 
police action and detentions after the elections. In Armenia and 
Azerbaijan, the government suppressed the protests and stayed in 
power, but in Georgia, the regime collapsed and gave way to the 
so-called Rose Revolution. The events in 
Georgia encouraged the protest move-
ments in the neighboring countries and 
seriously called into question the stability 
of the democratic institutions that had 
been endorsed by the CoE.

The response from the monitoring 
committee was to attempt to engage both 
the forces of stability and the forces of 
change in order to save the agreement of 
reform in line with European standards. 
In the first PACE session in January 2004, 
all three South Caucasus countries were 
the focus of debate, and resolutions were 
made on how to proceed.40 The different 
internal dynamics of the three countries, however, resulted in the 
process developing in different directions.

Armenian compliance under the threat 
of exclusion from the Council
In Armenia, the emphasis of PACE was to ensure that the confron-
tation between government and opposition did not stop the legal 
reform process. After contested presidential and parliamentary 
elections in Armenia in 2003, there had been mounting pressure 
on the government to step down. The opposition called for a ref-
erendum of no confidence in the president and organized street 
protests. However, the elections had been accepted by the Interna-
tional Community, and PACE viewed the events as a result of a lack 
of procedures for dealing with contested elections.41 Instead, the 
PACE action in the Armenian case became tied to the reform of the 
constitution.

A reform of the constitution designed to strengthen parliament 
and human rights protection had been put before the voters in Ar-
menia in a referendum at the same time as the parliamentary elec-
tion. After the constitutional reform, a number of legal reforms 
that were part of Armenia’s commitments would follow. The draft, 
however, failed to gain enough votes to pass. The whole situation 
had created a degree of legislative inertia that threatened every-
thing that Armenia had promised PACE. The rapporteurs feared 
that both government and opposition preferred the status quo, 
since it preserved an uncertain situation from which both sides 
felt they could gain.42 In order to secure the continuation of the 
harmonization process with the CoE acquis, PACE needed to get 
all the political forces to agree to cooperate.

In April 2004, the escalating confrontation between government 
and opposition risked getting out of hand and PACE reacted by 

holding a debate43 and threatening Armenia with sanctions unless 
the two sides reconciled and reached a compromise before the 
PACE session in October 2004.44 The government responded by 
cooperating with the CoE and inviting the opposition, while the 
opposition refused to cooperate with the government.45 PACE saw 
this as sufficient progress, and at the follow-up debate in Septem-
ber 2004, a deadline for a new constitutional referendum was set 
for June 2005.46 The problem was that consensus in society and 

real political will still were lacking in Ar-
menia. As a sign of will, the referendum 
was carried out in December 2005, al-
though the opposition saw it as imposed 
by the West and protested and boycotted 
it.47 After that came a reform package that 
harmonized the political legal system 
with European standards.48 But in the 
process, the oligarchic system, in which 
wealthy businessmen had great influence 
over politics, had become even more en-
trenched, and polarization between gov-
ernment and opposition continued.  The 
opposition continued to use popular mo-
bilization to challenge the government. 

After the presidential election in 2008, won by the former prime 
minister, the opposition again took to the street. The situation 
quickly escalated and the Armenian government declared a state 
of emergency and violently beat down the protests. The result was 
ten dead, both police and protesters, hundreds of detained, and 
a hardening polarization of government and opposition.50 The 
events in Yerevan led to a quick response from PACE and a series 
of debates concerning the functioning of democracy in Armenia.51 
Armenia was once again threatened with exclusion from the CoE. 
Armenia was give until June 2008 to make an inquiry into the 
events, amend laws on freedom of assembly, release non-violent 
protesters, and start a dialogue between government and opposi-
tion.52 The problem was how to create an inquiry that all sides 
accepted, and to get the opposition to agree to talk to the govern-
ment after being shot at.53 Armenia made most of the legal amend-
ments that the CoE asked, and the CoE Commissioner on Human 
Rights assisted with creating a fact-finding group, but there was 
little willingness on either side for 
reconciliation.54

In December 2008, the 
PACE rapporteurs 
recommended 
that Armenia’s 
voting rights be 
suspended,55 but 
the threat was 
withdrawn after 
a last-minute visit 
and new promises 
from the speaker of the 
Armenian parliament, 

“�The problem  
was that 
consensus in 
society and 
real political 
will still were 
lacking in 
Armenia.”
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and the time limit was extended.56 The chapter on the 2008 events 
was officially closed from the PACE point of view in 2011.57 By then, 
most protesters had been released, the opposition had agreed 
to engage in dialogue with the government, and an investigation 
into the events had been made.58 The following parliamentary and 
presidential elections in Armenia in 2012 and 2013 were consid-
ered an improvement and did not result in any urgent debates in 
PACE. The opposition continued to question the election results, 
but participated in the elections and parliamentary work, con-
tinued to hold a dialogue with the government, and did not seek 
open confrontation on the streets.59 The protest movement after 
the presidential election was instead transformed into a platform 
for the local elections in Yerevan.

Georgian anticipation and  
preemption of PACE concerns
In the case of Georgia, the emphasis of PACE was on curbing the 
enthusiasm and haste of the new government in its pursuit of re-
forms, making it commit to the agreement 
made with the previous government. The 
new Georgian regime was eager to get the 
blessings of the CoE on the extraordinary 
transfer of power and planned reforms. 
The new Georgian leader,  Mikheil Saa-
kashvili, addressed PACE in January 200460 
and declared his commitment to European 
values. He had been a member of the Geor-
gian PACE delegation since the time of the 
country’s guest membership, and had had 
his training in human rights in Strasbourg. 
The main concern of the PACE rapporteurs 
was that reforms in Tbilisi were proceeding 
too quickly, and without heeding the advice 
from Strasbourg and Venice.61 After the first 
debate in January 2004, a mandate was given 
to renegotiate the timetable for fulfillment of the commitments.62 A 
year later, in January 2005, a reviewed set of commitments and a new 
deadline to show progress was set for September 2005.63 In January 
2006, PACE was evaluating the fulfillment of the new agreement.64  By 
that time, the relationship between PACE and Georgia had stabilized, 
and Georgia had asked for guidance from the Venice Commission 
both when it came to constitutional changes and issues of regional 
autonomy. PACE rapporteurs still believed the anti-corruption re-
forms risked centralizing too much power in the executive, but were 
content with the cooperation with CoE experts, and pleased that eu-
phoria had given way to pragmatism.65

At home, however, the new government’s rapid changes were 
challenged. In 2007 Arkadi Patarkatsishvili, owner of several me-
dia outlets and described as Georgia’s richest man, allied himself 
with the opposition to organize protests and to campaign against 
Saakashvili in order to bring about early parliamentary elections 
and constitutional change. The response from the government 
was first to restore order by declaring a state of emergency, beating 
down the protests with force, and closing oppositional media, and 
then to take the initiative by calling snap presidential elections and 

taking the issue of early parliamentary elections to a plebiscite. 
Saakashvili won the early presidential election and also initiated 
a dialogue with the opposition regarding constitutional change 
and media and electoral laws. The dialogue resulted in electoral 
law and constitutional reform, and in May, early parliamentary 
elections were held. PACE reacted to the events by monitoring the 
elections66 and debating the honoring of obligations by Georgia in 
January 2008.67 At this session, Saakashvili also was invited, and 
addressed PACE to explain his actions and take questions.68 The 
general verdict of PACE was that the actions of the Georgian gov-
ernment to try to restore the dialogue was a step in the right direc-
tion, and assistance was offered in the form of legal advice. PACE’s 
concern with Georgia then shifted rapidly when the war between 
Georgia and Russia broke out in August.

In 2011, before the upcoming elections in 2012–2013, PACE 
evaluated the progress in the fulfillment of commitments and ob-
ligations.69 Georgia still had not fulfilled its obligations regarding 
minority rights, but had cooperated with the Venice Commission 

on constitutional changes to strengthen the 
role of parliament, and on a new electoral 
code. The authorities received praise for 
cooperating with parts of the opposition, 
but the political climate was still described 
as charged, and concerns remained regard-
ing the independence of the judiciary. The 
report nonetheless described the progress 
made as considerable, and declared the 
upcoming elections as the litmus test for the 
consolidation of democracy in Georgia.70

The parliamentary election in 2012 also 
became a litmus test in the sense that it was 
to show whether the Saakashvili regime 
was willing to hand over power to an op-
ponent that had won an election. As in 2007, 

Saakashvili was challenged by a man described as the richest man 
in Georgia. Billionaire Bidzina Ivanishvili created an election plat-
form a short time before elections, and became the main contend-
er. Unlike in 2007–2008, both the challenge and the response from 
the government were made within the framework of the laws. In 
the end, the contender won the election, Saakashvili admitted his 
party was defeated, and Ivanishvili became prime minister. The 
cohabitation of the new prime minister and the president was not 
without friction and the matter was also taken to Europe. Both 
Saakashvili71 and Ivanishvili72 went to Strasbourg and addressed 
PACE and answered questions in 2013 and presented different sto-
ries about the state of human rights and the rule of law in Georgia. 
Like well-integrated members of the CoE, both, however, invited 
more scrutiny and asked for more cooperation with the organiza-
tion. Saakashvili furthermore stepped down from office when his 
term as president was over.

Azerbaijani success in dividing PACE
In Azerbaijan, the emphasis was on getting the increasingly power-
ful government simply to harmonize with the CoE at all. By 2002, 

Democratization from the outside – is that possible?
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Azerbaijan had carried out most of its formal commitments, but 
still had a very unbalanced political system with a strong presiden-
cy and a parliament without real power to control the executive, 
and the country did not seek advice from the CoE. A constitutional 
referendum was held in August 2002 without previous consulta-
tion with the CoE, observation from the international community, 
or proper public debate in the country.73 After the election of Il-
ham Aliev in 2003, protests led to several deaths and hundreds de-
tained, and it became clear to PACE that the country was far from 
living up to its promises concerning human rights and democracy, 
and PACE called upon the authorities to inquire into the events, 
release detained protesters, and make legal changes.74

The issue was closely tied to the contested issue of political pris-
oners. The unwillingness to recognize this problem resulted in an 
examination of the wider situation of human rights in Azerbaijan. 
The question for PACE was: With whom should they cooperate? 
The parliament was not seen as a proper parliament75 and the 
opposition was marginalized.76 The remaining partners were the 
NGOs or the government, both of whom distrusted each other. 
The NGOs were the ones that the rapporteurs perceived as reli-
able,77 but hope was put in the new government which was said to 
represent a new breed of technocrats.78 Aliev had led the Azerbai-
jani PACE delegation and was well aware of the commitments and 
obligations. The tone in the reports was also understanding, and 
the threat of sanctions was lifted in the fall of 2004. Azerbaijan had 
a special situation and could not be expected to cooperate more 
until the role of the parliament was strengthened.79

As parliamentary elections neared, the media climate was 
worsening: a prominent journalist was murdered, and parallels 
were made to the situation in Ukraine before the Orange Revolu-
tion.80 PACE therefore declared that parliamentary elections of 
2005 were to serve as a “decisive test case” to determine whether 
Azerbaijan had made enough progress.81 Before the parliamentary 
election, the authorities acted in line with CoE advice and lifted 
bans on rallies and allowed air time for the opposition, but it was 
clear that there still was an unequal playing field and instances 
of election fraud. The results were contested, but with less 
violence compared to the protests in 2003. Efforts by the op-
position to organize large-scale protests were hindered, and 
the Azerbaijani authorities responded by organizing a rerun 
of elections in ten constituencies. Most of the opposition boy-
cotted the re-run and, for the rapporteurs of the monitoring 
committee, the re-run was not a sign of progress. Azerbaijan 
had failed to produce fair elections and had to be sanctioned.82  

The Azerbaijani delegation, however, contested this assessment, 
claiming that the election represented progress when compared 
to previous elections, and noted the significance of cultural differ-
ences from the West, and the responsibility of the opposition to 
accept the rules.83

The whole issue of whether or not to sanction Azerbaijan led to 
what has been described as a “showdown between activists and 
apologists” in PACE in January 2006.84 The main question was 
whether it was enough progress to organize the rerun in the ten 
constituencies. The case against sanctions was that President Aliev 

had done what was asked and that, compared to how things were 
before the cooperation between the government and the CoE 
experts, the situation was improving. The case for sanctions was 
that the general picture was a deteriorating situation concerning 
human rights in the country, and that the CoE’s credibility was at 
stake.85 Both the Monitoring Committee and PACE voted against 
sanctioning. This meant that the committee continued to follow 
up on the issue, but that the momentum was lost for putting pres-
sure on the government.

The Azerbaijani government was willing to cooperate with the 
Venice Commission and the CoE experts on its own terms. The 
progress report of 2007 recorded progress in combating corrup-
tion, engaging in prison reform, training judges, reforming local 
self-government, and freedom of assembly.86 But these measures 
were also often described as one step forward and one step back. 
The overarching goal of mending relations between the authori-
ties and the opposition and NGOs remained. After the parliamen-
tary election in 2005, the opposition was even more marginalized 
and the general human rights situation continued to deteriorate. 
The main problem for the relations between the CoE and Azer-
baijan still concerned political prisoners, and the Committee for 
Legal Affairs and Human Rights wanted a new rapporteur on the 
issue, which the Azerbaijani government was openly against.87 The 
Monitoring Committee instead held a new debate in June 2008 on 
the broader topic of the functioning of democracy.

The upcoming presidential election was declared a new test 
case for democracy, and Azerbaijan was asked to revise the elec-
toral code and laws on freedom of assembly according to Venice 
Commission advice, and to guarantee the right of the opposition 
to rally and campaign. The opposition was asked to engage in dia-
logue with the authorities and take part in the electoral process.88 
The government made most of the suggested legislative improve-
ments, but the opposition did not participate in the elections. 

Ilham Aliev was reelected with 88.7% of the 
vote and a 75% turnout.89

PACE returned to the issue of the 
functioning of democracy in 2010,  

as the next parliamentary election 
was coming up. The opposition 
was weaker and less active than 
ever, and the conditions for 
political activity were becoming 
even more constrained. The gov-

ernment also continued making 
controversial legal and constitution-

al reforms without asking for consulta-
tion. A constitutional reform was made 

in 2009 through referendum, which among other things would 
abolish the two-term limit of the president, without asking the 
Venice Commission in advance and without inviting international 
observers. The Monitoring Committee instead asked the Venice 
Commission for an opinion, PACE sent a small delegation to be 
present at the referendum, and the laws were submitted before 
implementation.91 Azerbaijan’s democratic credibility was still tied 
to the question of resuming the dialogue between government and 
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majorities among parliamentarians in PACE against their fellow 
parliamentarians in the monitored countries.

The actors initiating interference on the functioning of de-
mocracy were the political opposition with their protests and the 
governments seeking to avoid blame. Elections provided regularly 
occurring tests of the functioning of democracy that required 
political peace in order to be passed. For a country to be viewed 
as a mature democracy, it was crucial that the opposition accept 
the rules of the game and be willing to be a part of the election 
process. The issues of concern to PACE focused on the handling 
of protests, but also involved much larger issues of freedom of 
expression and of assembly, and the creation of a balanced field 
of political competition and credibility of the political institutions. 
The PACE responses to crisis succeeded in gradually finding and 
amending flaws in election laws and campaign frameworks, but 
failed to create acceptance for the general rules of the game.

The minimum required response from governments to both 
human rights and functioning of democracy issues in the monitor-
ing process was to invite CoE experts and ask for advice. This was 
often enough for other governments and parliamentarians. Bring-
ing new issues to the agenda was also difficult. The human rights 
issues that were raised to the level of open debate were all matters 
that were raised in the negotiation procedure. Once inside, the 
governments had better chances of protecting themselves against 
new allegations of human rights abuse. Functioning of democracy 
issues, on the other hand, had a regularly occurring pattern due to 
the election cycles. Every election thus provided an opportunity 
to test and evaluate the government’s and the opposition’s willing-
ness to show progress.

If closing issues can be interpreted as success and keeping issues 
unresolved means failure, the success of the monitoring process 
was the ability to interact, react fast, and tie moments of crisis to 
PACE concerns and assure cooperation by threatening the coun-
tries with CoE exclusion. The risk of losing PACE credentials made 

opposition.92 But the development in the country went in the  
opposite direction. In its evaluation of the election, PACE could 
not record any meaningful progress in the democratic develop-
ment of Azerbaijan. The opposition failed to gain any seats in 
parliament and instead attempted to organize outside the parlia-
ment.93

In 2012, Azerbaijan’s overall progress on honoring obligations 
and commitments was assessed for the first time since 2007. By 
now, the conflict between the majority in the Monitoring Com-
mittee and the Committee of Legal Affairs and Human Rights was 
more visible than ever, and pressure was brought upon the PACE 
committees both from coalitions of international and Azerbaijani 
human rights NGOs and from the Azerbaijani government and 
parliamentarians. The committees presented contradicting re-
ports regarding the credibility of Azerbaijan as a willing partner 
in the realization of European values,94 and, for the first time, the 
Monitoring Committee asked PACE not to vote for the resolution 
from the Committee of Legal Affairs and Human Rights.95 The re-
port was not accepted, and the more mildly worded resolution of 
the Monitoring Committee was approved instead. This meant that 
the majority in PACE continued to support the position that recog-
nized Azerbaijan as a willing participant in the attempt to adhere 
to European values.

What events led to interference  
and what were the responses?
The two major types of questions considered in this study were 
PACE concerns over the progress of human rights and concerns 
over the functioning of democracy. The issues were intertwined, 
yet also involved distinct sets of actors, and elicited responses with 
different logics. Human rights issues led to more outside pressure, 
whereas issues concerning democracy tended more to involve lo-
cal actors.

The actors initiating interference on human rights grounds 
were primarily coalitions of PACE delegates in the 
specialized committees and the transnational 
human rights movement. The monitoring pro-
cess served as an arena for the global struggle 
to push for stronger protection of human and 
minority rights, and the accession phase was a 
moment were the activists could and did bring 
forward specific cases and enshrine them in 
quasi-legal documentation. The success of the 
coalitions lay in their ability to lobby and gain 
concessions from the governments in concrete 
cases. The death penalty was abolished, weak 
minority groups like the Meshketian Turks were 
protected, and political prisoners recognized 
and released. Where they failed, it was because 
of a lack of resonance in the organs of represen-
tative democracy in the monitored countries. 
When the issues became polarized between 
transnational human rights activists and na-
tional delegations, it became difficult to form 
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the governments more eager to cooperate with CoE experts and 
sometimes comply with CoE advice. The failure of the process 
resulted from the dependence on an opposition and a government 
in the monitored countries that were willing and able to engage 
in meaningful dialogue. The more unbalanced the relation inside 
the country was, the less interest both government and opposi-
tion had in cooperating and closing the process. The consequence 
of the failure to close the process was that different points of 
reference evolved in the different countries when PACE made 
judgments on progress. The countries thus came to be measured 
against specifically tailored yardsticks.

Armenia developed a tradition of waiting for advice and imple-
menting advice only under pressure. The country was cornered 
into a situation where implementing the advice of the CoE became 
the only way out. PACE’s point of reference became Armenia’s po-
larized political environment, which included the resulting legisla-
tive inertia. Armenia became more responsive to CoE evaluations 
than the other countries and received more threats of exclusion 
from the Council. PACE’s stake in the Armenian reforms were thus 
comparatively higher than in the other countries, and PACE some-
times was associated with the government.

Georgia developed a tendency to anticipate European reac-
tions and make reforms that were good enough to pass. Georgia 
went ahead with reforms and asked for their approval based on 
the same or even higher standards than the CoE required. PACE’s 
point of reference became Georgia’s own high ambitions. In this 
way, Georgia could to a large extent set its own agenda, but the dis-
course of European values became more internalized in Georgia. 
PACE could function as an arena for internal positioning between 
the uneasily co-habiting prime minister and president.

Azerbaijan developed a tradition of ignoring advice and turning 
the problem back to PACE. Azerbaijan avoided and resisted inter-
ference to the extent that the point of reference for PACE became 
Azerbaijan’s strong insistence on self-determination and the risk 

of contradictions with the CoE acquis. Progress in Azerbaijan was 
what the government agreed to, and whether or not Azerbaijan 
was progressing became mainly a point of contest between groups 
in PACE that were separate from the forces dominating domestic 
politics in Azerbaijan. The majority in PACE and the Monitoring 
Committee did not want to take on the role of a human rights 
champion in open conflict with a member state.

How did interference affect  
the authority of the monitoring?
As a system of values, PACE monitoring was characterized by a 
lack of certainty and by built-in inconsistencies. All CoE members 
were bound by the CoE acquis, but PACE did not have the legal 
authority to interpret the acquis; that was the role of the European 
Court of Human Rights. Neither did PACE have political author-
ity to interpret the acquis — that belonged to the decision-making 
body of the CoE, the Committee of Ministers. The authority of the 
PACE monitoring process was founded on a temporary contrac-
tual agreement, and, like any contract, it is made by parties in a 
certain historical situation which has to be reenacted and recalled. 
In a sense, monitoring created double standards. Monitoring es-
sentially meant that the monitored states were obliged to ask for 
and listen to advice when they made certain legal reforms, and 
not to stray too far from the CoE acquis. In cases where PACE met 
resistance, it could only remind the new members of their previ-
ously stated willingness to be part of the process and the contrac-
tual fact that the new members had agreed to accept this situation. 
Monitoring did not mean that PACE had extraordinary authority to 
interfere in issues outside the contract.

PACE, however, had taken it upon itself to develop the acquis, and 
the monitoring processes became a battleground over the acquis. 
The communication on whether the new member fulfilled its com-
mitments was part political and part legal, and depended as much 
on formations of transnational coalitions for lobbying as on legal 
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The time before and after elections in the three countries 
regularly included a violent struggle for control of the public 
sphere. This created conditions incompatible with the ideals of 
a free and fair debate. 
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reasoning. This meant a constant testing of the limits of the human 
rights acquis, which brought forth the irresolvable political and 
ideological conflict between human rights activists and advocates 
of national self-determination. Monitored self-regulation provided 
an uneasy compromise between human rights universalism and 
the particularism of national self-determination. As the processes 
dragged on, the contest created uncertainty over how long the pe-
riod of monitored self-regulation would last, and what it actually 
means, but the process was not derailed.

The uncertain authority of PACE monitoring led to a process 
that was rather selective in its responses to events. The selection 
of issues to act upon became based on the historical legacy of 
the monitoring procedures. The selectivity of the system was, 
however, the key to the success of gaining entry to and integrating 
with the new member states’ political legal systems. Failure was 
avoided by the postponement of all conflicts that could endanger 
the contract, and in the meantime relied on slowly building webs 
of influence where possible.

Why did the process  
of interference continue?
The experience of the monitoring of the South Caucasus countries 
showed that the CoE always extended its democratic credit to the 
monitored countries. Once the CoE had defined itself as a com-
munity that wanted to spread its values, it was better to avoid los-
ing a potential member forever than temporarily losing a struggle 
over an issue. As PACE monitoring evolved, the communication 
involved more independently acting bodies both inside and be-

tween the monitored country and the CoE. The more 
evidence that accumulated the harder it be-

came to close the process either by declar-
ing success or failure. So it continued 

by responding to events and form-
ing complex webs of interaction 
between CoE experts and various 
bodies in the monitored countries. 
The PACE majority was willing to 
forgive the unforgivable as long 
as members showed some kind of 

promise of future cooperation. PACE 
monitoring thus continued to grow 

and evolve because states agreed to 
be scrutinized in difficult times and in re-

sponse were provided with much needed dem-
ocratic credibility. The process bound lender and debtor together. 
Following CoE advice lent authority to the state institutions under 
pressure, and the CoE got a stake in their continued existence.

The process often failed to create a consistent voice for hu-
man rights and continued to extend democratic credit to mem-
bers that progressed very little. But re-authorizing flawed dem-
ocratic states enhanced both the authority of the CoE and the 
authority of the monitored states. PACE lent credibility and in 
the process built a stock of democratic credibility debt among 
the new members, to which remaining a part of the CoE clearly 

meant something. The logic of the extension of credit and the 
continued monitoring was an acceptance of a continued CoE 
gaze and the slow weaving together of the CoE’s and the mem-
bers’ legal-political systems.

Democratization from the outside and  
institutionalized cosmopolitanism
The experience of the monitoring processes shows that PACE 
interference first led to legal harmonization of human rights and 
democracy standards, but as the process continued, it also led 
to politicization and disunity regarding what the values actually 
meant, as well as diverging trajectories among the new members.

When monitoring began, PACE interference looked like democ-
ratization from the outside. The profile of the IGO was high, and 
the desire for inclusion pushed the new members to make changes 
and to commit to changes that they otherwise probably would not 
have made. Issues of minority rights, abolishment of the death 
penalty, and recognition of political prisoners were successfully 
pursued by transnational activist networks that used the authority 
of the CoE as leverage. The logic of interference was that of an out-
sider attempting to make revolutionary changes. However, as the 
states gained membership, this logic changed.

When mass protests against electoral fraud and corruption 
destabilized the three countries, the IGO became involved in the 
messy politics of the new member states. PACE interfered to save 
the agreement on commitments and ended up attempting to 
reconcile governments that distorted the functioning of democ-
racy and opposition movements that saw the rules of the game as 
deeply unfair and did not want to participate. The logic of interfer-
ence was that of an insider attempting to save the institutions of 
interaction. In line with institutionalized cosmopolitanism, PACE 
intervened to avoid the risk of losing a member, and created new 
means of interaction by initiating dialogues on concrete legal is-
sues. Questions of concern that could result in declarations of the 
states as either democratic or authoritarian were transformed into 
processes of reforming flawed democracies that were both demo-
cratic and authoritarian at the same time, processes in which the 
states could make progress at their own pace.

The cosmopolitan perspective on IGO monitoring thus trans-
forms the view on the democratic state from one of being un-
derstood as an independent entity to one of being understood 
as a constituent part of the European matrix of institutionalized 
cosmopolitanism. This closes the expectations of interference to 
impose radical change but opens a prospect for interference to 
maintain a continuing critical dialogue on the legal and political 
consequences of belonging to a community of universal values. 
The crisis of the democratic state is likely to continue, and all 
forms of helping to heal societies and restore credibility are there-
fore likely to be   in demand. It is not likely to stir up mass excite-
ment, but it becomes helpful once the dust has settled and when 
people come out to pick up what remains in order to go on with 
their lives, despite the failed promises. In a world of failing demo-
cratic promises, governments thus may, after trying all other alter-
natives, embrace cosmopolitanism and accept an institutionalized 
external bad consciousness. ≈

When the authorities are vague, one can expect resistance to obey.
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I was born the same year that 
Joseph Stalin died. During my 
childhood, few, if any, thought 
the Iron Curtain would fall only 
a few decades later. The world 
was seen as split into a red half 
and a blue half. As a Swede, it 
was hard to understand what 
life was like just a few hundred 
kilometers east of the island of 
Gotland in the Baltic Sea. The 
official image of the societies 
of the East was also distorted, 
both as the self-image of the 
ruling powers, and as that seen 
through the Western looking 
glass. 

But I was curious about the 
dream of a different kind of so-
ciety that had been born in the 
East. What did it look like? How 
did people there think? Did 
anything remain of the dreams? 
During the years 1971–1984, 
I undertook several trips to 
various parts of the COMECON 
area. I always had my camera 
with me. I want my pictures to 
convey the everyday life that 
can be found now and then, in 
the West, as in the East. 

In the summer of 2013, a 
series of photos were exhibited 
on Gotland and the entire ex-
hibition was put online. People 
made contact with me, and one 
person said that he recognized 
himself in one of the pictures. 
Another sent a photograph tak-
en at the same location, but to-
day. The photographs became 
an occasion for meeting, again 
— albeit on the Internet. ≈

sten-åke stenberg
Professor of social work, and 

an amateur photographer. His 
pictures are displayed at  

www.flickr.com/photos/stenaake/
sets/72157635363609897

photo

everyday life behind the Iron Curtain: Western visit to the East

During a field trip in 1976 with the Swedish School of Social Work, we en-
countered this man in his custom-built wheelchair.

We experi-
enced the

 stillness of 
Dubrovnik in 

Yugoslavia in
 1974 when we

 traveled by 
train through  

– as we 
learned at the 

time – the only
 country that

 practiced a 
planned  

market 
economy.

A man in Tajikistan in 1984, photographed during our Silk Road trip.

Click pause. This was the world in the gray-scaled past.
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The first voyage was a school trip 
by plane to Leningrad and Mos-
cow in June 1971. This older lady 
was sweeping the Red Square.

In the summer of 1974, I took the train through the GDR, Czechoslovakia, 
and Hungary to Yugoslavia. In Prague, I met three generations of this 
family.

In October and November in 1984, we traveled on the Silk Road. It is there where we met these girls with hand-
bags and headwear in Samarkand.

In the fall of 1976, the School of 
Social Work in Stockholm orga-

nized a trip to the Soviet Union 
to study social policy. Intourist 

thought that Tbilisi in Georgia was 
an appropriate destination. Here, 

work with the grape harvest.

What do images tell us about the observed reality? Maybe they say more about the observer?

everyday life behind the Iron Curtain: Western visit to the East



Swedish media on Lithuania: The narratives reveal the self-image

T
hanks to news reporting, we can 
imagine places we have never 
visited. The media provides us 
with narratives that help us make 

sense of events by linking them together 
and evaluating them. It can be argued that 
news stories not only inform readers, but 
also function as resources to maintain 
and confirm collective identities, such as 
nationality.1  Identities are thus constructed 
against the contrast with an “other”2. A 
fundamental function of stereotypes found 
in media narratives can also be found in 
the sense that one’s own identity is high-
lighted by the portrayal of the difference 
from others. Barbara Törnquist-Plewa, 
professor of Slavic studies, University of 
Lund, suggests that if you wish to under-
stand your own nation’s self-image, it is 
more fruitful to study stereotypes of others 
produced within your own culture, rather 
than examining stereotypes portraying 
your own nation.3

In this article, I identify main narratives 
related to Lithuania in the reporting of five 
major Swedish newspapers between 2010 
and 2012.4 Several news articles present 
similar stories that can be merged into a co-
herent narrative. By identifying these main 
narratives, it is possible to address perspec-
tives and stereotypes that are repeatedly, 
in different articles, connected to Lithuania 
in the Swedish media.

In many narratives, Lithuania is presented 
in a favorable light. It is depicted as the 
home of brave freedom fighters, extraor-
dinary basketball heroes, and responsible, 
self-disciplined, hard-working people. Sev-
eral narratives include elements of “sur-
prise” over Lithuania being a “modern” or 
“favorable” country. In order to describe 
what is perceived as positive changes, neg-
ative stereotypes are exposed. One exam-
ple is the narrative on Lithuania as a new, 
exciting tourist destination. The perceived 
anonymity of the country is romanticized 
and, in one article, “Europe’s most secret 
capital” is described with the following 
slogan: “Vilnius – gray, poor and criminal? 

No, nothing could be more wrong!”5

In some narratives, Lithuania becomes 
the embodiment of ideas that have tradi-
tionally been associated with the West, 
such as development.6 One narrative that 
was identified depicts Lithuania as the 
European, democratic, and progressive 
neighbor of the totalitarian, backwards 
Belarus. Belarus is, in this context, the 
“other”, what Eastern Europe used to be, 
and Lithuania is a praised fellow EU mem-
ber, part of “us”.

Lithuania’s management of the financial 
crisis and the fight for Baltic independence 
are two popular themes related to Lithu-
ania in the Swedish media. The narratives 
manifest a close relationship, both political 
and economic, between the two countries. 
Lithuania is, like its Baltic neighbors, por-
trayed as a political and economic success. 
It has gone from being a poor, oppressed 
Soviet republic to an exemplary democrat-
ic European market economy with rapid 
economic growth and a responsible model 
for other debt crisis countries in Europe. 
Sweden is eager to show its admiration 
and close support and at the same time 
strengthen its self-image as a nation that 
supports democracy. Political lessons from 
the struggle for Baltic independence are 
also used in domestic political debates.

In the compass of the crisis, the decisive 

dividing line is not between Eastern and 
Western Europe, but rather Southern and 
Northern, where Southern Europe is the 
“other” of the North. Lithuania is present-
ed in the Swedish media as a part of the 
North, just like Sweden.

The narrative about the financial crisis 
is often constructed with a terminology 
found in the discourse on natural disasters 
or medicine. The natural disaster analogies 
add up to the perception of there not be-
ing anyone responsible for the crisis (even 
if Swedish banks are described as having 
been the targets for disapproving assess-
ments) and the medicine analogy supports 
the austerity rhetoric – a cure, unappetiz-
ing or not, is necessary. In this narrative, 
Lithuania is presented as swallowing its 
medicine, while Greece refuses.

The Swedish media often lets Lithu-
ania stand for the entire Baltic region, and 
Lithuania is also occasionally confused 
with Latvia. The media thus strengthen the 
perceived unity of the Baltic countries.

Within the aforementioned narratives, 
Lithuania is thought to have distanced it-
self from Europe’s dark past of oppression 
and depression, a past that for the postwar 
West was long incarnated by Eastern Eu-
rope.7  Lithuania’s Soviet past functions to 
highlight the horrors from which Lithuania 
has been liberated and underlines the ad-
vantages of the current European political 

The Swedish media clippings above represent two of the main narratives: homophobia and social 
deprivation.

commentary
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and economic order. The experience of 
the Soviet occupation (the memory of a 
“real crisis”) is also used to explain Lithu-
anian people’s “acceptance” of austerity 
measures.

Lithuania is generally depicted as a part 
of the same community as Sweden, and 
described as European or as a neighbor-
ing country just across the sea. However, 
Lithuania occasionally occupies the am-
biguous space between inclusion and ex-
clusion that has been typical in depictions 
of Eastern European countries8, even if the 
exclusion is never complete.

Lithuania is in some cases associated 
with negative traits such as backwardness 
or general inferiority. This is manifest in 
narratives linked to homophobia, anti-
Semitism, poverty, and criminality. In 
these narratives, Lithuania can be depicted 
as different from Sweden, but there rarely 
exists a complete distancing towards Lithu-
ania. Narratives on social deprivation, such 
as children’s vulnerability or inhumane 
conditions for Lithuanian guest workers, 
include solidarity and empathy.

One of the main narratives is related to 
homophobia. The plans to ban Baltic Pride 
in 2010 and the Lithuanian parliaments’ 
approval of a bill in 2009 that restricts 
the dissemination of information about 
homosexuality evoked strong reactions 
in Sweden. Attacks on Gay Pride events or 
discrimination of LGBT people are seen 
as threats to the entirety of democratic 
society. Within the narrative on criminal-
ity, Lithuanians are associated with human 
trafficking, burglaries, and drug traffic. 
However, Lithuanians are not presented 
only as criminals or victims. Successful 
cooperation between Swedish and Lithu-
anian police authorities constitutes an 
important feature of the narrative related 
to criminality. Lithuania is thus also per-
ceived as a praiseworthy partner.

Lithuania’s way of dealing with Europe’s 
past becomes a crucial dividing point for 
how Lithuania is depicted and positioned 
on the mental map of Europe. Within the 

narratives related to poverty and intoler-
ance, Lithuania’s Soviet past is a present 
ghost. Lithuania is also sharply criticized 
for not coming to terms with its past of 
anti-Semitism and not taking enough 
responsibility for its participation in the 
Holocaust. The two narratives about intol-
erance (homophobia and anti-Semitism) 
show how Lithuania is perceived as failing 
to deal with and distance itself sufficiently 
from Europe’s temporal “other”, its own 
past of discrimination and genocide, a past 
the West has itself defined, culturally and 
morally, by remembering.9

The primary responsibility of journal-
ists is to publish news that is of interest to 
their readers. The narratives on Lithuania 
in the Swedish media are thus to a great 
degree picked and shaped according to 
what Swedish readers might find viable, 
not necessarily according to what issues 
might best represent Lithuania’s self-image 
or internal political, cultural, or economic 
climate. The narratives on Lithuania are 
partly selected and shaped in order to con-
firm values and norms, such as democracy, 
progressiveness, and human rights, which 
are connected to the Swedish national self-
image. This can be seen as one reason why 
the narrative on LGBT rights is one of the 
most dominant narratives linked to Lithu-
ania. It strengthens the Swedes’ self-image 
as a democratic and tolerant people. How-
ever, the narratives that were identified 
not only confirm Sweden’s self-image in 
one sense, but also question it and address 
Sweden’s own past and guilt. By analyzing 
narratives linked to Lithuania, we see how 
Lithuania is presented in order for Swed-
ish readers to make sense of the world, not 
only Lithuania’s place in it, but also their 
own.≈

anna lovinda olsson

Note: The content in commentaries expresses 
the views of the authors and does not neces-
sarily reflect the views of Baltic Worlds.
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Aerial photo of Dranske        on the island of Rügen off the coast of Germany.  

A
fter the end of the Cold War, a large-
scale disarmament commenced in 
the Baltic Sea area, one of the most 
militarized regions of Europe. Si-

multaneously, a reconstruction of the Baltic Sea 
as a Sea of Peace was started. Beate Feldmann 
Eellend’s thought-provoking PhD dissertation 
covers three post-military landscapes in this 
area: Deyevo on Saaremaa (Estonia), Dranske on 
Rügen (Germany, former GDR), and Fårösund on 
Gotland (Sweden). The goal is to visualize how 
the military landscape of the Cold War is being 
transformed to conform to modern Europe. 
More precisely, Feldmann Eellend investigates 
what “the planning visions mean in the every-
day life of human beings” (p.15). The specific 
research aim is to elucidate the challenges posed 
to planning in the transformation process. The 
study is structured around three issues: how the 
coastal landscape of the Baltic is disarmed and 
transformed into a civilian landscape of con-
sumption; how plans and everyday practices are 
formed in a field of tension between experiences 
from the past and expectations for the future; 
and how parts of the past are enhanced or forced 
aside in the transformation.

In a theoretical sense, the author is ambitious-
ly working with two main threads, on the one 
hand, theories emphasizing that space is formed 
by relation and process, and, on the other, theo-
ries of “memory politics”. Henri Lefebvre’s spa-
tial triad (consisting of perceived spaces, planned 
spaces, and lived spaces) occupies a prominent 
position in the thesis. To this basis of spatial the-
ory are added concepts taken from Rheinhard 
Koselleck: time interface, spaces of experience, 
and horizon of expectation. Time, like space, is 
seen as relationally created, meaning that history 
and future are time dimensions encompassing 
different possibilities for interpretation, memo-
ry, and conflict. Contemporary questions always 
influence the memory of the past and “in this 
process those conflicts of memory politics ap-
pear that emerge in the construction of collective 
memories” (p. 19). Another concept, collective 
memory, thus takes a central position in the the-
sis. While the theoretical approach is ambitious, 
there is a certain unclearness concerning the use 
of concepts. Among other things, the reader has 
to relate to practices of memory, everyday prac-
tices, and spatial practices. A more distinct dis-
cussion of the different forms of practices would 

have enhanced the thesis.
The thesis relates to three different field of in-

quiry: The first is ethnological and anthropologi-
cal research concerning Europeanization and re-
gionalization. There is, according Feldmann Eel-
lend, a need for ethnological research visualizing 
“the political and cultural connections between 
processes of Europeanization and regionaliza-
tion at local, national, and macro-regional level” 
(p. 23). Secondly, the thesis is related to (mainly) 
ethnological research on cultural heritage and 
planning. It seems as if the relation of the thesis to planning re-
search is particularly important. Planners are considered to have a 
great need for knowledge about values, experiences, and relations 
typical of everyday life. Without this knowledge, human needs 
cannot be dealt with, which is seen as a problem of democracy.

The thesis is also related to the field of cultural military history. 
Feldmann Eellend asserts that few ethnologists have shown an 
interest in the military. Her scrutiny of the previous research that 
does exist seems well argued for, but it is not clear in what way 
earlier research has been of value to the thesis. To be sure, the 
author says she enjoyed examining the ethnological research on 
regionalization processes and “sees connections to” parts of an-
thropological research on cultural processes at the juncture of lo-
cal, national, and macro-regional levels (p. 23). But what is meant 
by getting enjoyment from previous research? In this connection, 
the research process should have been discussed in more detail.

The author interviewed around 20 people (ordinary inhabitants 
as well as local politicians) but she also worked with photo docu-
mentation. In addition, she collected archival material, newspa-
per articles, and planning documents, and she also studied local 
chronicles, brochures, and magazines of local associations. It is 
thus obviously a rich and multi-faceted material that forms the 
foundation of the thesis. The method she uses is the so-called mo-
bile searchlight, characterized by an interplay between different 
categories of material in order to visualize a field. For this reason, 
a more detailed discussion of how this rich material was combined 
and activated in relation to the theoretical premises of the thesis 
would have been advisable. It is also difficult, at least to some de-
gree, to understand how fieldwork was carried out in the different 
localities. In addition to these problems, there is a certain lack of 
clarity concerning the process of selection and why these three 
places were chosen as study objects.

In chapter 2, “EUropeisk rumslig planering” [EUropean spa-
tial planning], the focus is on the macro-regional level. The EU is 
defined as a power striving for a “united and competitive” Baltic 
Sea region. This endeavor characterizes the visions and strategies 
that mark the planned space. Feldmann Eellend analyzes the Eu-
ropean Spatial Development Perspective, as well as the conversion 
networks Convernet and ReMiDo, quite well. According to these 
networks, the post-military landscapes ought to be transformed 
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into attractive places for tourism and recreation. 
In this connection, the cultural heritage would 
be important, but “only in terms of fortifications 
and fortresses mainly from the 18th, 19th, and 
early 20th centuries” (p.56). A conclusion there-
fore is that the transformation, as it is expressed 
in the planned space, adds to the formation of a 
homogenous EU space that hides parts of the his-
tory of the 20th century.

In chapter 3, “Garnisonens kollektiva minne” 
[Collective memory of the garrison], the space of 
planning is abandoned and the focus is rather on 
perceived space. The chapter addresses mainly 
“the practices of memory that were formed in 
the transformation processes by the people re-
maining in the post-military landscapes” (p. 57). 
The collective memory appears rather bright. Al-
though the supply of housing, goods, and other 
services was socially layered, “collective memo-
ries were formed by experience of an everyday 
life with good social and economic resources” 
(p.82). Feldmann Eellend asserts that “these 
memory practices [...] permit the visualization 
of the political role of collective memories in 
the transformation of the military landscapes” 
(p.83). The discussion of collective memories in 
this chapter is important for the thesis in general, 
and is particularly interesting. A more developed 
source-critical discussion in relation to the analy-
sis of the material would nonetheless have made 
the analysis in the chapter more powerful.

The following chapter, “Vision om rekreation” 
[Visions of recreation], focuses on what happens 
when the perceived space meets the planned 
space. The thesis shows that locally formed vi-
sions have as their goal the transformation of 
the military landscapes into competitive places 
in the Baltic Sea region. The local visions are 
thereby “in interplay with the macro-regional 
visions” (p. 117). The author asserts that there 

is a lack of “critical reflection concerning the 
parts of the past that are selected or obfuscated” 
(p.92). A consequence of this is that the popula-
tion expresses feelings of exclusion, but they also 
develop skepticism towards the transformation. 
The study thus makes visible a gap between, on 
the one hand, “the expectation in the future vi-
sions of attractive recreation” and, on the other, 
an “affective memory with experience of an 
urban military workday” (p. 118). This is perhaps 
one of the more important conclusions of the 

thesis, since one of the lessons one hoped would crystallize from 
the work involved the challenges to planning in the transformation 
processes.

In chapter 5, “Postmilitära statusförskjutningar” [Post-military 
status displacements] the analysis is deepened with a particular 
focus on social and cultural status displacements. Deyevo and 
Dranske were subject to a material dismantling. Military equip-
ment disappeared with the troops, and the buildings were subject 
to vandalism, increasing decay, and in some cases demolition. 
They represented the wrong historical period and were seen as 
unattractive. Viewed in the light of this status displacement and 
material dismantling, the memories of the inhabitants gain a 
particular meaning: Collective memories of a relatively satisfac-
tory everyday life can be understood as a type of “reinstatement 
memories”. Cultural memories, that is, the history mediated via 
nonprofit museums and booklets on homestead history, function 
in a similar capacity.

Chapter 6, “Motsträviga rum” [Reluctant spaces] contains a dis-
cussion that sums up the dissertation. It commences with two im-
portant questions: What creates the gap between visionary plans 
and everyday practices? And what consequences might this gap 
have for people in lived space? The dissertation refers to critical 
research showing that Europe is on the way to becoming a Mono-
topia, since it is only certain parts of the past that are being defined 
as cultural heritage, that is, the aspects that have economic value 
as an attraction. Given that there is a risk that collective memories 
are at risk of exclusion, it is doubtful that a strong macro-regional 
identity is being created. Instead, there is a risk of “a type of cul-
tural amnesia” (p. 155) and a widening gap between the planned 
and the perceived space. In order to create a socially sustainable 
society, planning must consider both “structural market forces 
and human values” (p.162). For the EU, this is an important task. 
Without consideration of peoples’ experiences and collective 
memories, no legitimacy is created: “Not until the targets and 
norms of the EU gain meaning and acceptance by people at a local, 
everyday level can they be implemented” (p. 167). The author thus 
turns a much needed, critical eye towards those political process-
es that risk leading to exclusion and cultural amnesia. ≈

fredrik nilsson

Aerial photo of Dranske        on the island of Rügen off the coast of Germany.  
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& THE ARTIstic Spirit 
Jüri Arrak

by  Maxim D. Shrayer

t the end of August 1975, the art historian Boris Bern-
stein took my parents and me to the annual autumn 
vernissage of Estonian artists in Tallinn. Here non-
representational and abstract paintings were freely 

exhibited alongside commonplaces of socialist realism that one 
could see all across the Soviet Union (an Estonian fisherman in 
a valorous pose would replace a Kazakh rancher or a Ukrainian 
farmer). Bernstein brought us over to a painting titled Corona. “It’s 
by Jüri Arrak, who is, perhaps, the best living Estonian artist,” Ber-
nstein explained.

Corona is an Estonian  folk version of billiards. A square table 
is made of smooth pinewood. There is a hole in each corner. In-
stead of the regular balls, one uses wooden pucks with holes in the 
middle, and the nine-ball is a larger-size puck. Arrak’s painting em-
ployed bright, unmixed colors and depicted four humanoids play-
ing corona. These orange, blue, and aquamarine humanoids were 
simultaneously primordial, medieval, and alien, but their gaping 
mouths and frozen eyes had contemporary, Soviet expressions.

That evening, on the train taking us back to Moscow, I drew a 
copy of Arrak’s Corona from memory. My father, the writer David 
Shrayer-Petrov, got the artist’s address from Boris Bernstein and 
mailed him my drawing and a personal letter of introduction. 
Jüri Arrak sent my father photos of some of his paintings, and my 
father mailed him poems and translations. (He had translated sev-
eral Estonian poets into Russian, including Ellen Niit, Mats Traat, 
and Jaan Kross.) Later my father composed and dedicated a poem 
to Jüri about Soviet escapists playing corona. In the course of their 
early correspondence, they discovered many affinities, which 
paved the way for a lifelong friendship. Both Jüri and my father 
were born in 1936, the Year of the Rat, according to the Chinese 
calendar, and they felt that their affinities were not coincidental. 
To this day, Jüri and my father fondly refer to each other in Rus-
sian as staraia krysa (“old rat”). Born in very different places and 

in different countries (Estonia was still independent in 1936), both 
hated change and adored routine, were superstitious, and given 
to hypochondria. Both Jüri and my father allowed for a dose of the 
mystical in their daily lives, and, of course, both were—are—cre-
ative artists.

The following summer  Jüri Arrak fetched us in Pärnu, the 
coastal resort where we vacationed. In his rattling Zaporozhets 
mini car we drove north and west along the coast to his summer-
house and studio, the homestead Panga-Rehe in the Töstemaa re-
gion. Panga-Rehe is about one-third of a mile inland from the Baltic 
coast. Farmers and fishermen had lived on this homestead, grow-
ing barley, oats, and potatoes in the field, apples and gooseberries 
in the garden, smoking perch, pickling herring, sun-drying floun-
der. When Jüri bought the place in the early 1970s, he repaired the 
straw-covered roof of the house and made some electrical and 
structural improvements, but kept the interiors unchanged. Most 
of the old, rough-hewn furniture, including the hard beds with 
straw mattresses, had come with the house. There was no running 
water, and several times a day we walked to the well, where a slip-
pery green echo made its home.

One half of the house was taken up by main living area, com-
bining kitchen, parlor and dining room, with a hearth and a 
wood-burning stove, a long oak table, its surface blackened and 
smoothed out by a century of daily repasts; long benches on 
both sides; narrow beds around the walls. Old peasant tools and 
utensils were everywhere on the walls. Bunches of drying herbs 
and flowers hung from the massive central rafter over the dining 
room table. On some of the doors Jüri had painted his creatures, 
illustrating stories from the Estonian national epic, Kalevipoeg. At 
the time he was very interested in mythology, not just Finno-Ugric 
and Greco-Roman, but also Indian and Far Eastern, and I remem-
ber him working on a large painting to be titled Gigantomachia, 
the battle of giants. Jüri’s summer studio and the master bedroom 
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formed the other wing of the house. The recessed windows were 
small, and it was always shimmering-dark and cool inside the 
house.

An old black mutt  by the name of Rex used to greet the arriv-
als with cascading, cheery barks. Rex was succeeded by a cocker 
spaniel named Lonni, a busybody who dashed about the outlying 
fields and from afar looked like a partridge. Jüri and his first wife 
Urve Roodes Arrak, an artist working with leather media, had two 
boys. The younger, Jaan, was my age; Arno was two years our se-
nior. Both had long pale yellow hair and looked like young Vikings. 
The summer we first came to visit Panga-Rehe, Jüri had built and 
decorated a house on stilts in the middle of the apple orchard, 
and the boys slept there at night. Although the Arrak parents both 
spoke Russian fluently and were more cosmopolitan than many 
of their fellow Estonians, the boys weren’t encouraged to learn 
Russian despite the official requirement at school. Not pushing 
children to master Russian was simultaneously a form of the oc-

cupied Estonians’ civil disobedience and a means of cultural and 
linguistic self-preservation. The Arrak boys and I had to resort to 
English, which they knew much better than Russian and which I 
had been learning at home and at school. Both brothers, especially 
the younger, more gregarious Jaan, struck me as free, relaxed, 
and comfortable in their skin. Thinking of our impending return 
to Moscow and of being a Jewish black sheep among my Russian 
peers, I envied the Estonian boys.

In the morning Jüri would paint, Urve and my mother would do 
some cooking, while my father sat outside taking notes or compos-
ing poetry. The young Arraks and I would bicycle to the coast and 
dive into the cold open sea from a huge boulder the size of a fat 
bull. The seaside landscape was rough and angular, all pale green 
and gray, with juniper trees and lichen-coated rocks.

If it rained the night before, we would walk to a nearby “mush-
room” forest, lugging back baskets of red- and brown-capped 
aromatic boletuses for soup and orange chanterelles for pan-frying 
with butter and dill. Sometimes Jüri would bring out a wooden 
table, chairs, paper, and paints and give his sons and me a lesson 

Corona (oil on canvas, 97x120 cm.). 1975. Photograph courtesy of the artist.
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in the middle of the courtyard, 
under the tall August sky. Both 
Jaan and Arno inherited artistic 
genes, and Arno Arrak later 
became a professional artist. 
While Jüri didn’t purposely in-
vite his guests to see unfinished 
paintings, he also didn’t close 
the door to his studio. During 
our second or third summer 
visit to Panga-Rehe I observed 
stages of Jüri’s work on a canvas 
he called Conversation of Self-
Portraits. Four of Arrak’s beard-
ed selves, two of them still out-
lines, two already given some 
flesh and blood, were sitting 
around the room, engrossed in 
a four-way discussion.

One summer Jüri and my 
father spent several days behind 
closed doors in Jüri’s studio, 
working on a book of stories for children. They were variations of old 
Estonian folktales about a prankster swamp-goblin who assists poor 
waifs and punishes greedy farmers’ wives. Jüri called him “Majv” and 
attributed metaphysical prowess to this creature. After they had ham-
mered together a rough draft of the stories, my father was going to 
write it all up in Russian, and Jüri illustrate it — for a book they hoped 
to publish in Moscow. Nothing came of the project, probably because 
we soon became refuseniks and Soviet publishing houses closed their 
doors to my father.

Because of the level  of trust between the Arraks and my par-
ents, the Arraks were from the very beginning privy to our plans to 
emigrate. Like many Estonians who remained in their country af-
ter World War II and throughout the Soviet occupation, the Arraks 
had close family abroad. At night, when the kids were already in 
bed after a supper of fresh peasant bread, cheese, milk from under 
the cow, honey, fried mushrooms, vegetables and tea brewed from 
fresh herbs and berries, the Arraks and my parents would stay 
up and talk. I slept in the guest bedroom, udders of creamy fog 
hanging outside on branches and wood shutters. It was so quiet 
all around, no other homestead within  half a mile, that I could 
hear every word. The subjects of emigration, artistic freedom, and 
the status of minorities dominated their nighttime conversations. 
Sometimes the Arraks and my parents listened to evening pro-
grams on the Voice of America, Kol Israel, Radio France, and other 
short-wave broadcasts. The forbidden programs reached those 
sparsely populated parts without being scrambled.

Throughout our years as refuseniks, the Arraks remained our 
close friends and openly supported our family. Unlike many of my 
parents’ old friends, Jüri and Urve weren’t afraid of associating 
with refuseniks and dissidents, even though it may have caused 
repercussions for their own artistic careers. They got along seam-

lessly, my parents and the Arraks. Only once did I overhear a dis-
sonant late-night exchange between my father and Jüri. They were 
talking about World War II, the evacuation from the siege-encir-
cled Leningrad to the Urals, about my father’s wartime childhood 
amid Russian peasant children who hadn’t seen a Jew prior to his 
arrival, and also about the meaning of privation.

“Where were you during the war?” my father asked Jüri.
“I was in Tallinn, with my mother,” Jüri replied, unperturbed.
“It was hard, wasn’t it?” my father said automatically, probably 

thinking of a boy exactly his age living through the war in a Nazi-
occupied Russian city.

“Well, actually, we had a normal life,” Jüri answered, growing a 
bit tense.

A burdensome silence of disharmony set in the old farmhouse, 
and sensing my father’s bewilderment and Jüri’s discomfort, Urve 
offered to boil up some water for a fresh pot of tea. I didn’t make 
much of the exchange, chalking up the tension to the amount of li-
quor the two men had consumed. At the time, I hadn’t yet learned 
that Estonia was the first to become Judenrein, during the time 
that Jüri called “normal life”. I also didn’t know about the 20th 
“Estonian” Division of the Waffen-SS or the Klooga camp. Should I 
embitter the perfect memories by staining them with the blood ink 
of my afterknowledge?

 Trips to Panga-Rehe  crowned our Estonian vacations. Be-
cause we visited every year between 1976 and 1986, we witnessed 
changes in the Arraks’ interests and tastes. From a cultivated ap-
preciation of Estonian folk customs and traditional daily living, 
the Arraks turned to Buddhism and, Urve especially, to astrology. 
One summer in the mid-1980s, we drove into Panga-Rehe to dis-
cover a tall limestone stupa with a bright-colored downsloping 
eye painted on its front. Jüri had built it with the help of his new 
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Right: A drawing 
of Arrak’s Corona 
by the 8-year-old 

Shrayer (August 
1975) and Arrak’s 

inscription, on the 
back of the drawing 

(in July 2013). 
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colleague Vello, also an Estonian painter. On strolls to the secluded 
coast, Vello talked to my parents about the dissident movement in 
Estonia and about attempting to cross the Finnish border illegally 
someplace in Northern Karelia. From there he planned to reach 
Helsinki, take a ferry to Stockholm, and ask for political asylum 
in Sweden. Vello’s own canvasses, painted in turbid colors, had 
subversively dreamy titles such as “Memories of a Zoo Superinten-
dent”. He quoted Animal Farm from memory and nicknamed his 
hippyish girlfriend “Mollie”, after the horse in Orwell’s novel. That 
summer, for the first time, a sense of foreboding had invaded the 
Arraks’ family and homestead.

In August 1983,  my parents and I drove up from Pärnu to visit 
the Arraks in Panga-Rehe. The first thing Jüri said after we got out 
of the car and hugged and kissed was: 	

“Tomorrow we’ll go visit Väike Lubi.”
“Uncle Jüri, so who is this Väike Lubi?” I asked.
“She builds towers,” Jüri answered. “A local wonder. You will see.”
We drove inland for about half an hour on dirt roads. We first 

came to a large clearing, its boundaries marked on two sides by tall 
pine trees, on the third by a rivulet studded with yellow water lil-
ies, and on the fourth side by the road by which we arrived. In the 
far end of the clearing, we saw a vegetable garden and four or five 
beehives constructed of odd boards and parti-colored planks. One 
beehive was built from carved pieces of an old armchair. In the 
center of the clearing stood Väike Lubi’s towers.

Visualize a structure that is about three stories high, built of 
thin vertical logs and various horizontal boards and cuts of ply-
wood. The horizontal sections were somehow woven into the 
vertical ones, forming a grid, each wall like a piece of roughly knit 
cloth with large loops and holes. The roofs were covered with sun-
dry materials, including shingles of different shapes and colors, 

corrugated metal, plywood, straw, and tarpaulin. 
There were no hung doors or framed windows. 
Wooden ladders built from young mast pine 
trees were attached to the towers at different 
heights, in places where gaping openings in the 
walls offered access to the structure’s interior. 
All the outlandishness of the construction aside, 
each of the towers was intended as living spaces 
and bore a semblance of an architectural style. 
One looked like a contemporary barn; the other, 
a functionalist summerhouse; the third, a chalet.

Jüri ran to the vegetable garden and came 
back in the company of a woman who looked to 
be between forty and forty-five. This was Väike 
Lubi, builder of the three towers and mistress 
of the forest clearing. “Väike” means “little” in 
Estonian, so literally the nickname means “Little 
Lubi.” She was under five feet, with muscular 
arms and hips, and tufts of gray in her sandy 
hair. She was dressed in black rubber boots and 
a worn-out button-front gown made of green 
fabric with a printed pattern of yellow daisies. A 

smile never left her typically Finno-Ugric face with its pointed nose 
and triangular cheekbones. She surprised us by speaking very flu-
ent Russian. After learning that my mother was a specialist in the 
English language, she addressed her in an accurate English.

  “I studied architecture in Canada,” Väike Lubi said. “For five 
years.”

In the car while driving back to Panga-Rehe, Jüri told us that 
one day Väike Lubi had mysteriously showed up at this clearing, 
which belonged to a nearby collective farm, and started building. 
The locals initially helped her with food and building materials. 
She grew into a folk deity and object of adoration. She healed with 
herbs and incantations. Infertile couples used to come to her for 
counsel and cure. Väike Lubi’s clearing became a regular stop for 
wedding parties in the area, and she blessed bride and groom and 
gave them wreaths of flowers to wear during the ceremony. Esto-
nia was Christianized only in the late twelfth century by foreign in-
vaders, and to this day native folk traditions nourish Estonian cul-
ture. Should it be surprising that in the 1980s, after forty years of 
Soviet occupation, the adherence of the Estonians to their ancient 
pagan rites would find expression in the creation of a wondrous 
figure like Väike Lubi?

I personally witnessed Väike Lubi’s healing powers. Jüri had 
complained to my father of a bump on his neck. The bulging, 
fatty growth was about the size of a large cherry, and my father 
suggested that Jüri have it checked and surgically removed. Väike 
Lubi examined Jüri and tugged him by the sleeve to the bank of the 
rivulet. Sheep ran after their mistress, bleating triumphantly. The 
rest of our party followed Väike Lubi, Jüri, and the sheep. Väike 
Lubi stepped into the water, and I saw hundreds of minnows dash 
to her feet. She didn’t feed them but said something to them in 
Estonian. She pulled a penknife out of her gown’s side pocket, cut 
a bunch of plants with dark green leaves growing near the bank 
of the rivulet, and chopped them up on her callused thumb. She 

Left to right: Maxim 
D. Shrayer, Emilia 
Shrayer, Jüri Arrak, 
Urve Roodes Arrak, 
Vüike Lubi. Pho-
tograph by David 
Shrayer-Petrov. 
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then rubbed the chopped plant against the growth on Jüri’s neck, 
and it started to disappear right before our eyes. It was astonish-
ing. Väike Lubi shook our hands, hugged Jüri and Urve and gave 
them cuttings of the healing plant to take home. Then she turned 
around and minced up the path toward the center of her clearing, 
where another group of pilgrims was waiting. . . .

	

During our honeymoon  in August 2000, I visited Panga-Rehe 
with Karen, my American-born wife. Since our first visit together, 
we have been back to Estonia three times, during nostalgic sum-
mer vacations in Pärnu. It's a different Panga-Rehe today, a dif-
ferent family routine, and also a different Jüri. His younger son, 
Jaan, died in a tragic accident in 2006. Arno Arrak, Jüri’s elder son, 
paints landscapes with more than a dash of his father's manner 
in their colors and lines. Urve Arrak spent almost two decades 
in the United States. But she couldn't live without Estonia. Urve 
eventually returned home to Tallinn, where she died in 2012. Jüri’s 
second wife, Ivi, a lovely person and an artist in her own right, 
now makes herbal tea in the old Panga-Rehe kitchen, under the 
smoked beams, amid rusty peasant scythes, husky cowbells, and 
copper pots displayed on the blackened walls.

 The walls haven’t been whitewashed for many, many years, 
and the memories of the Panga-Rehe I once knew still hover over 

the heavy dining room table. Jüri has grown older and more senti-
mental, just like my own father and other artists and writers born 
in 1936, the Year of the Rat. Jüri still paints mesmerizing canvasses 
that transport me to another world.

During the most recent visit to Panga-Rehe, I asked Arrak what 
happened to Väike Lubi.

“She’s gone,” Jüri said. “Disappeared about 1990, right before 
independence.”

“And the towers?”
“The towers, too, are gone. Where is Väike Lubi? Who knows?” 

Jüri’s voice dropped and he turned to Ivi, drawing her to his side.≈
  

Born in Moscow in 1967 to a writer’s family, Maxim D. Shrayer is a profes-
sor at Boston College and a bilingual writer and translator. Shrayer has 
authored over ten books, among them the memoirs Leaving Russia and 
Waiting for America, the collection of stories Yom Kippur in Amsterdam, 
and the Holocaust study I SAW IT. For more information, visit www.shrayer.
com.

Left to right back row: Jüri Arrak, Ivi Arrak, Karen E. 
Lasser, Maxim Mussel, Olga Kononova; Front row: 
Tatiana Rebecca Shrayer, Mira Isabella Shrayer. July 
2013, sea coast near Panga-Rehe. 

Jüri Arrak. White Fish (pastel on paper, 39x59 cm.). 
1997. Collection of Maxim D. Shrayer and Karen E. 
Lasser. Courtesy of Maxim D. Shrayer.

Jüri Arrak’s studio, Panga-Rehe, July 2013. All photos taken by Maxim D. Shrayer.
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B
eneath the waters of the Bal-
tic Sea, deadly traps that are 
never emptied lie in wait. Old, 
forgotten fishing equipment, 

especially old fishing nets, continues to 
catch fish that die needlessly. Abandoned 
fishing gear devours sea-life with insatiable 
hunger. To a number of conservationists, 
these derelict nets are darkly referred to as 
“ghost gear”. In more technical terms, they 
are often referred to as Abandoned, Lost, 
or Discarded Fishing Gear (ALDFG).1

The problems with the so-called ghost 
nets have grown ever larger since the late 
fifties. Fifty or sixty years ago, nets were 
commonly made from biodegradable 
hemp or cotton. With the advent of syn-
thetic, degrade-resistant materials such as nylon, nets 
now can remain active in the water for hundreds of 
years. Some plastics can remain in the marine environ-
ment for up to 600 years. When gear does finally break 
apart, further damage is done when marine animals 
eat plastic particles, and polyurethane chemicals leach 
into the water.2

The problems are significant for the countries 
around the Baltic Sea, above all Poland and Lithuania, 
where fishing with nets went well over quotas around 
the turn of the millennium. In 2011, WWF Poland, to-
gether with fishermen, scientists, and various others, 
conducted a pilot project financed by Baltic Sea 2020, 
with a view to working out the methodology for net 
removal and carrying out activities to clean the Pol-
ish territorial waters of ghost nets. As a result, 6 tons 
of ghost nets were retrieved from the Baltic during 24 
days of actions at sea — on the ocean floor, and at two 
shipwrecks.3

In 2012, the project continued, with Polish and Lithu-
anian fishermen pulling up nearly 22,000 kilograms of 
lost fishing nets. The total length of the nets was some 
135 kilometers. The project also developed a database 
where fishermen had the possibility of reporting lost 
fishing gear, as well as places where their nets and 
trawls got stuck. The database has helped to create 
an interactive map that shows where fishing gear has 
been lost or is entangled. (sieciwidma.wwf.pl.)4

Many countries have no official rules or laws for 
reporting or taking care of lost fishing gear — picking 
up after oneself is a matter of one’s own conscience. In 
Norway, it is required that fishermen report to the Di-
rectorate of Fisheries, which is also actively working to 
raise awareness about ghost nets and their pernicious 
effects. In Canada and the United States, fishermen are 
required to put small transmitters in their fishing nets 
in order to fish.5

Lost nets’ fishing capacity decreases with time from 
20% of the usual net capacity after three months, 
to 6% after 27 months. Together with total allowable 
catch quota set at maximum sustainable yield, this 
additional 6% (that is not included when the quotas 
are set) constitutes a significant potential threat to the 
stability of the fish stocks in the Baltic Sea.6

Modifications in trawl construction and operations 
have resulted in increased net damage and loss. Evi-
dence from a number of locations around the world 
indicates that recent demersal gillnetting practices 
are leaving more gear per fishing unit in the oceans; in 
some cases, this lost gear is heavily concentrated on 
productive fishing grounds. These changes in tradi-
tional gear types and fishing methods are increasing 
the potential for loss of commercial and noncommer-
cial species because of ghost fishing.7 ≈ 
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With the advent of synthetic materials, nets now can continue to trap 
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