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Foreword Mapping Heres and Theres


Cristofer Scarboro

It’s a tricky thing to write a foreword for a volume entitled Everyday Postsocialism in Eastern Europe. Forewords imply beginnings—looking to the future from the clean page of the present. Forewords imply, well, forward movement and clear directions. We are here and are going there. As the chapters in this volume make clear, beginnings and heres and theres are muddy and complicated things in Eastern Europe. They are muddy and complicated everywhere, but Eastern Europeans seem to be more attuned to this fact than most—this is perhaps the most important thing we can learn by delving into Eastern European studies. History does not travel in one direction.

As Victor Petrov notes, very few people in the East understand 1989 as a clean break with the socialist past, but, every semester, my students are shocked that Bulgarians call the events of that year “the changes,” promenite. The ambiguity of the term—changes from what to what?—offends their need for clarity. So too does the lack of judgment: any verdict on whether the changes were good or not. The students, with their American sense of history, assume the changes were for the better.

This volume serves as a bracing corrective to these assumptions. The “flowering of human rights” promised by the collapse of communism (a movement that, as Joanna Wawryzniak pointedly notes, had antecedents in the communist period) are often plowed under in the transition to liberal democratic capitalism. A resurgent Catholic Church in Poland, hand in glove with the formerly anticommunist opposition (now firmly in power as the Law and Justice Party), has positioned itself firmly against LGBTQ rights (see Agnieska Kościańska’s chapter). Hungary, under the leadership of the proudly illiberal Viktor Orbán, has erected barrier after barrier between his vision of a Christian, ethnically Magyar, and heteronormative nation and those that “don’t fit” (see Renkin). Events after 1989, seen from 20,000 feet, are perhaps best viewed as a “hollowing out” of alternative visions of globalization—moving from socialist networks and visions of political economy to liberal democratic capitalist ones (again, as Aninna Gagiyova notes, with antecedents in the socialist era).1 Privatization and globalization (with a capitalist face) has meant the loss of worker autonomy and the closing of sugar plants (Klipa) and the demonization and expulsion of formerly fraternal socialist students and workers (Apostolova). The “revolutionary year” saw the entrenchment of party elites across the supposed rupture of the collapse of communism (Horváth).

Orienting self and society in this world of “time out of joint” are exercises in coping with uncertain futures and searching for usable pasts in the misty reaches of time (again with its antecedents under state socialism—see Petrov). Romanians living abroad—forming a “diaspora at home”—have sought to shape a “normal country” in the face of, I suppose, the abnormality of the transition present and/or the state socialist past (Gherghina and Farcas). It was not only East German children suffering feelings of “loss, disappointment, and disillusionment” in the face of the changes (Kind-Kovács). Ironically or not, this is the same language I increasingly hear from my students as they think about their place in history. In the intervening three decades since 1989, the valences have shifted. Orbán’s illiberalism has given him something of a star turn on Fox News’ Tucker Carlson Today (at one point the most highly viewed cable news program in the United States), highlighted by the documentary “Hungary vs. Soros: A Fight for Civilization.”2 Close observation of Eastern Europe allows us to rethink understandings of normalcy and abnormality in the seemingly timeless global present. With apologies for self-indulgence, I want to use this foreword to think a bit about why we study Eastern Europe and what we can learn from its asynchronicity and ambivalence.

My students are a product of a reading of history born out of the end of the Cold War closely entwined with the Bildungsroman of my generation and our expectations for the future. In the United States the collapse of communism was understood as an epochal event—ushering in what the first George Bush claimed was a “new world order.”3 History and ideology, frozen by the Cold War, were flowing again after 1989—we could see change unfolding at dizzying speed. Communism, as an alternative form of modernity and the great challenger to liberal democratic capitalism as an ideological vision of the good life, was seemingly consigned to the dustbin of history. One teleological history leading to communism as the final stage of human social evolution was replaced by another promising a historical endpoint realized in full freedom and growing prosperity. The history of Eastern Europe—“derailed” according to Ivan Berend—was returning to its tracks.4 In his New Year’s address as the world moved from 1989 to 1990, the first postcommunist president of Czechoslovakia, Václav Havel, joyfully proclaimed, “People, your government has returned to you!”5 We didn’t ask where it had been.

Instead, we were told that there was no going back—the old social contracts were (as much as possible) rendered null and void. Margaret Thatcher confidently declared that “there were no alternatives” to the Western model. Perhaps more prosaically, she also declared that “there was no such thing as society, only individuals and interests.”6 This was couched at the time as creating “normal societies” in the postcommunist eastern half of the continent (and the connection to the project of “normalization” after 1968 in Czechoslovakia—a society Havel acidly understood as “refrigerator socialism”—was either unnoticed or left unsaid). The new world—the new normal—was to be a slightly boring world of shared global values and tastes. The unique tributaries of social development joined together in a common flow until they reached the mighty ocean at the end of history’s shore.7 Eastern Europeans were to “rejoin” what Gorbachev, embodying fully the spirit of the age, called “our common European home.”8 A little-known State Department functionary, Francis Fukuyama, became a star by announcing that we had arrived at the “end of history.” The good society, or at least the very best we could do, was cooked down to a simple formula: “liberal democracy in the political sphere; easy access to VCRs in the economic.”9 This was couched as a universal history—larded with Hegel to give it a philosophical heft—which promised a single destination for all human society: liberal democratic capitalism. Not everyone was there yet, but arrival for all was certain. What a time to be alive!

Many of us—those coming of age in what was soon to be called post–Cold War America—believed this. History itself had fulfilled its function. The triumph of the American way of life seemed poured in concrete—we had turned Faulkner inside out: the past was past and dead. History was quickly moving in one direction toward its obsolescence. I was a history major in the early 1990s, captivated by the epochal changes unfolding around me, worried about missing out, and (giving myself too much credit) fretful about the white bread suburban future promised to me at the end of history. Fukuyama warned that the end of history would be boring, and I was bored. And I promised that, as I graduated, I would find somewhere that history mattered (before it disappeared).

Eastern Europe, for good or ill, seemed just that kind of space in the mid-1990s. In college, I spent much of my free time reading stories of the triumph of democracy mixed with lurid and gory stories of the wars in Yugoslavia. These are wars that are often left out of accounts of the end of the state socialist system (and they ask us to think again about the nature of state violence in the past thirty years in Eastern Europe). When I was a sophomore, my father gave me a copy of Rebecca West’s Black Lamb and Grey Falcon, a traveler’s account of interwar Yugoslavia, for summer reading, and its dedication: “to my friends in Yugoslavia, who are all now dead or enslaved,” seemed all too current and kept me up at night. West’s project to “show the past side by side with the present it created”10 seemed like something to dedicate one’s life to. In the Balkans this still seemed possible. (I do want to note here, parenthetically, that this was before I had read and absorbed the works of Said and Todorova—the orientalism involved in the creation of my twenty-year-old Balkan fever dream was fully uninvestigated at the time). I told everyone who would listen that when I graduated, I wanted to go to Serbia (then in the midst of its genocidal civil war). Being less brave than I thought myself to be, I got a job teaching English in Haskovo, Bulgaria.

As you might suspect, I became a historian because I fell in love with Bulgaria. Most Bulgarians find this pretty funny, as I was there during what was called the Videnovo vreme: from 1996 to 1997.11 This was a time of triple-digit inflation. A time of $800 million “bailouts” from the International Monetary Fund. This was a time when my school closed for the winter—for almost three months—because it could not afford the heating bills. This was a time of packs of semi-feral, hungry dogs in the streets. I loved it—this is the part that my Bulgarian friends find either uproariously funny or legitimately insane—and my time there, and the questions it raised, have indeed been something to dedicate my life to. What I loved most was that Bulgaria was, in fact, a place where one could see the past side by side with the present it created. You could still see the vague outlines of alternative modernities and unburied pasts. The packs of dogs were alternatively blamed on the communist past and/or the capitalist present (sometimes by the same people). My friends were only too happy to talk about the legacy of communism (for good or ill), the development of national identity, and the role of shifting borders. Nothing was settled. History in Bulgaria seemed alive and meaningful—one’s reading of it was constitutive of one’s identity (including, of course, my own).

I was not at all unique in this experience. Eastern Europe in the 1990s was littered with Americans traveling to the “exotic” postcommunist world to find themselves. To experience the revolution. To live the transition from communism to capitalism and to see the “return of liberty” for themselves. To see time stop (or restart) and see the end of history arrive. In the moment, it seemed as if everyone my age was writing a novel while discovering themselves in Prague. Eastern Europe served as something of a fun house mirror for those of us traveling from “normal” liberal democratic capitalist societies. We came to define ourselves against the reflected outlines of Borat and imagined countries like Molvania, “a land untouched by modern dentistry.”12 Reports on Eastern Europe have continued in the long tradition of (self-) orientalization and the heavy burden of historical backwardness. “Rivers of blood” (in this case the Danube and its historical baggage) turning into rivers of hope (future ascension into the European Union).13 Witold Szabłowski’s Dancing Bears: True Stories of People Nostalgic for Life under Tyranny uses the hairy metaphor of retired dancing bears at Belitsa nature preserve in southwestern Bulgaria—a place where “bears are taught to live in freedom”—without noting that they are learning these lessons in a deeply artificial environment. Nor does he seriously ask why people might be nostalgic for a world undone.14 John Feffer’s Aftershock is subtitled a journey into Eastern Europe’s broken dreams—tellingly the journey is divided into two sections: “Stepping Backward” and “Leaping Forward.”15 The transition after 1989 seemed destined to carry Eastern Europeans into a new (brighter?!) era.

But the step back was painful—and it employed the loss of futures promised. And the “transition has now lasted more than three decades.” The thirtieth anniversary of the collapse of communism has produced a range of work detailing the Eastern European understandings of the time of transition—little of which confirms what those writing from the West anticipated. In Kristen Ghodsee and Mitchell Orenstein’s recent book Taking Stock of Shock, the through line for all of this is: “The irony is that the transition to liberal democracy and free markets was largely achieved through undemocratic means and failed to generate widespread prosperity.”16 Their work outlines a series of Eastern European crises: gross income inequality, a mortality crisis, a fertility crisis, and an outmigration crisis (and in her book Why Women Have Better Sex under Socialism, Ghodsee outlines a crisis in sexual pleasure and personal autonomy).

Public opinion surveys reveal striking ambivalence about the transition to liberal democratic capitalism. Typical is the Pew Center’s study published in October 2019, “European Public Opinion Three Decades since the Fall of Communism.”17 In every country in Eastern Europe—with the notable exception of Poland—approval of the shift to a multiparty electoral system and a free market economy has decreased significantly since 1989: 76 percent of Bulgarians approved of multiparty electoral systems in 1991 (when the Pew Center first began polling)—today it’s 54 percent. Similarly, approval for a free-market economy in Bulgaria has declined from 73 percent to 55 percent. Barely half of Bulgarians today approve of these changes—and only 32 percent say the transition has improved their standards of living. In parts of the former Soviet Union approval is even harder to find. Only 43 percent of Russians approve of multiparty elections; fewer still—38 percent—approve of the free market. Even the “success stories” of Central and Eastern Europe—Poland, the former German Democratic Republic (GDR), and the Czech Republic—range from 15 to 25 percent disapproval of free-market liberal democracy. Overall, across all of Eastern Europe, only 41 percent believe that the collapse of communism has benefited “ordinary people” a “great deal or a fair amount”—56 percent believe that ordinary people have benefited “not too much or not at all.”18

It is true, and the Pew study notes, that the young and better educated are more supportive of the changes undertaken since 1989. Those who didn’t grow up under communism are less likely to bemoan its passing. These are, however, precisely the people that are leaving Eastern Europe in droves (Lenin would say that they are voting with their feet). As Tim Judah notes in his recent article “Bye-Bye Balkans: A Region in Critical Demographic Decline,” current projections indicate that Bulgaria will have 38.6 percent fewer people by 2050 than it did in 1990. Bulgaria’s population has already declined in real numbers from around 9 million in 1989 to fewer than 7 million today. These numbers are broadly true across the region—Moldova has already lost over a third of its population since 1991.19

Again, even the “winners” in transition are in the midst of a demographic crisis: Poland projects to have 15 percent fewer people in 2050; Hungary 20 percent fewer.20 Stories abound in the European press of Polish plumbers (and Russian oligarchs) in London; teenagers from Ukraine sex-trafficked to Germany; and Romanian taxi drivers in Paris. According to the Institute of Population and People at the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences, there are now officially over 500 so-called ghost villages in the country.21 These are villages that existed in 1989 but now no longer do; 1989 created new landscapes and subjects. Sofia, at least parts of Sofia, have been completely transformed (my friends in Sofia note that the city must have the highest number of malls per capita in Europe). So has Haskovo, the city where I first began teaching. In 1996 it had 80,000 people; the most recent census, conducted in 2021, lists it as having fewer than 40,000 people. During my last visit there (in December 2021) I couldn’t find a place to buy a toothbrush after 7:00 p.m.

Eastern European politics and public opinion have not been kind to Fukuyama’s thesis. A quick look at Bulgarian parliamentary elections since the collapse of communism reveal two major trends. The first is a cratering of political participation. Since elections for the constitutional assembly in 1990, which saw 91 percent voter participation, the number has settled at around half of eligible voters. This is perhaps to be expected in a world without politics (or a world without ideological debate). Bulgarian voter participation rates are more or less equivalent to rates in other states in transition.22 Eastern European voter participation quickly found itself within the expected range of established European democracies—though Bulgaria, along with France and Portugal, finds itself at the lower end of this spectrum. Of course, much of this decline comes from the euphoria and hangover brought on by the arrival of liberal democratic practices. It is hard to imagine a scenario where 95 percent turnout rates are normalized. Even in the “Western democracies” turnout has declined significantly since 1989. France fell from 68.9 percent in 1993 to 48.7 percent in 2022; Great Britain from 77.7 percent in 1992 to 67.3 percent in 2019; Italy from 87.4 percent in 1992 to 73.01 percent in 2018; Portugal from 67.8 percent in 1990 to 51.5 percent in 2022. During this time voter participation rates were only stable in Germany, the Netherlands, and Spain. Democracy at the end of history seems to result in a declining interest in democratic practices.

The second major trend in the transition politics has been the striking rise of what might be called “savior candidates”—those from outside the political system, come to rescue the Bulgarian people from the political class and the chaos that has emerged in their wake. You can see this in the precipitous rise and fall of ephemeral personality-driven parties that have erupted with regularity over the course of the past thirty years. Since the changes, Bulgarians have elected their former czar (a man with no political experience and who had not been in the country since 1946) as prime minister in 2001—he won 43 percent of the vote in a field of five parties in what had to be understood as a “plague on both your houses” election. Most recently, the country has seen the rise of the popular late-night television show personality Slavi Trifonov. And, as in much of Europe, Bulgarians have seen the rise of ugly nationalist parties (most importantly the Ataka Party, led by Volen Siderov, a role now being taken by the Vuzrazhdane [Revival] Party). The Bulgarian political system has lurched from crisis to crisis—since April 2021 the country has held five national elections (with a sixth scheduled for June 2024).

Timothy Garton Ash’s famous offhand comment that the transition from one system to another took “ten years in Poland, Hungary ten months, East Germany ten weeks,” and Czechoslovakia “ten days” has revealed itself in thirty years of equivocal transition.23 Time has not moved uniformly in any direction; sharp breaks with the past reveal themselves to be anything but. The carnival of revolution has left something of a long hangover.24 Most horrifically, the Russian invasion of Ukraine has covered all of this in a shroud of tragedy and pathos-filled conversations of missed opportunities and roads not taken. Timothy Garton Ash’s newest work asks if it is “time for a new liberation?”25 And Fukuyama is in the New York Times promoting his newest book, Liberalism and Its Discontents, which predicts (hopes?) that the war in Ukraine will “revive the spirit of 1989.”26

So what was this spirit of 1989? We were promised that the collapse of communism represented the dawning of a new historical era—the triumph of liberalism and human rights, democratic practices, and capitalist economic principles. If not an ideal, the changes ushered in by the collapse of communism were understood as “the best that we could do,” ending what Tony Judt has called the “200-year promise of radical progress.”27 This volume demonstrates that the promises of radical progress were put to bed while there was still much work to be done. The eerie familiarity of the social crisis in Eastern Europe when viewed from the other side of the ruins of the Berlin Wall speaks to the painful limits of the promised new world order. In Eastern Europe we can see that time does not move in one direction, and that alternative futures, thought buried, can spring to life.
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Introduction Everyday Postsocialism in Eastern Europe: Continuities, Ruptures, and Alternative Temporalities


Jill Massino And Markus Wien

Much attention has been devoted to the rise of populism and illiberal democracy in Eastern Europe.1 The advent of (right-wing) populist rule, especially in states once considered leaders in democratization such as Poland and Hungary, signifies a dramatic departure from the hopeful and (allegedly) liberal climate of the 1990s and early 2000s.2 While a worrying development, support for populism in the region is not wholly irrational. It is, at least in part, an expression of people’s disappointment and frustration after years of deindustrialization, privatization, and declining social entitlements and purchasing power. This leaner and meaner capitalism, which differed considerably from the social democratic economies of some Western states, was presented by neoliberal policymakers as the only way forward—“the only alternative”—effectively precluding other paths and, by extension, other outcomes.3 In privileging economic liberalization and global integration over democratic consolidation and material security, the collateral damage of economic transformation, such as precarity and rising poverty rates, was minimized, even justified. Meanwhile, elite corruption and creeping authoritarianism, though officially criticized, were tolerated.4

Despite these negative outcomes, neoliberal policymakers and their advocates (the emerging business class, including former communist elites, and some intellectuals) remained firmly committed to rapid economic change, while those unable to integrate into the new system were dismissed as having “adaptation problems.” Accordingly, popular disenchantment with the nature of transformation is rooted not only in material concerns, but in policymakers’ seeming abandonment of large swaths of the population and apparent disregard for the indignities and trauma people have experienced. It is also rooted in the (often accurate) perception that marketization rewards cronyism and favoritism rather than merit and diligence.

Dissatisfaction with governance was a continuity with the previous (communist) period, and a far cry from what East Europeans anticipated when they envisaged postsocialism. It is no wonder, then, that populists have successfully instrumentalized the failed promises of economic and, by extension, political liberalism—exemplified in the 2008 global financial crisis—to woo voters. To be sure, marketization modernized East European states, diversifying the economy, facilitating access to a range of goods and services, and increasing trade and foreign investment. Moreover, it broadened occupational opportunities and mobility, which improved the lives of many. However, it also widened social inequalities and facilitated corruption.5 The appeal of populism, then, is rooted—at least in part—in the lack of social justice and viable centrist options. It is also rooted in the populist promise to reconstitute the social fabric, torn asunder by neoliberalism, through redistributionist measures and the restoration of national greatness.6 Thus, for some East Europeans who feel betrayed by (liberal) democratic leaders, many of whom have lost loved ones to greener pastures in the West, it seems that populism is the only alternative.

Yet, while democratic backsliding and the increased appeal of exclusionary solutions make it appear that Eastern Europe is moving backward, this is only part of the picture. And this volume is not about populism, but about people. It is about how a range of individuals have been affected by, responded to, and more generally made sense of the manifold changes over the last three decades—populism being one among many. More fundamentally, it is about how people look forward and backward to understand and navigate change—as well as continuity. The fact that the socialist past remains salient, albeit in different ways than populists might have us believe, and that postsocialist normality remains elusive for many, illustrates that history does not travel in one direction.

The multidirectionality of history serves as the point of departure in this volume. It is premised on the belief that understanding the complexities of postsocialism requires examining it from diverse vantage points and multiple perspectives; in short, through the prism of “real existing postsocialism.” Granting nonelites center stage, the featured authors illustrate that major systemic ruptures were not necessarily momentous events for ordinary individuals, and that continuities from the pre-1989 period (and even the presocialist period) shape people’s understandings of, attitudes toward, and behaviors in the present.7

The volume is inspired by and complements studies of transition that have emerged over the past three decades, in particular pathbreaking anthropological and sociological work from the 1990s and early 2000s, which, through qualitative and ground-level approaches, complicated quantitative and macro-level analyses. It is also influenced by studies that have examined specific groups—laborers, rural populations, women, ethnic and sexual minorities—and analyzed the period through particular themes or paradigms such as East-West convergence, economic shock, and deindustrialization.8 Finally, it builds upon scholarship on postsocialist memory, specifically vernacular memories of postsocialism.9 By showcasing the lived experiences and recollections of ordinary people, it challenges dominant narratives of transition, in particular the anticommunist narrative mobilized by elites to justify political and economic policies. This narrative excludes views critical of postsocialism—not to mention supportive of socialism—disparaging those who express them as nostalgics with “dependent mentalities.” Marginalized—or wholly excised—from hegemonic narratives of postsocialism, people’s “discursive dispossession” often reinforces their social dispossession.10 In featuring some of these neglected voices, then, this volume seeks to restore discursive agency and, in the process, provide a rich and variegated portrait of postsocialist memory. At the same time, the authors critique the past-oriented script of populists who, by appealing to dispossessed groups, reinforce existing exclusions—and create new ones—targeting ethnic and sexual minorities and (non-European) foreigners as impediments to national growth and glory.11

In adopting “postsocialism” as our frame of analysis we acknowledge that it is a freighted and contentious designation to which scholars have ascribed different temporal parameters or discarded altogether, preferring the teleological “transition” (or more hopeful “democratic transition”). However, it is precisely because “postsocialism” also evokes the pre-1989 period that we believe it is most suited and resonant for analyzing East Europeans’ everyday lives. Rather than delineating particular temporal parameters per se, in this volume “postsocialism” refers to ideas, policies, and practices that have characterized (and continue to characterize) the region and its people. During the Cold War, East European states sought to transform politics, the economy, and society according to Marxist-Leninist principles, national adaptations notwithstanding. As a result, East European populations often experienced and negotiated state policies in similar ways. Just as there were shared experiences of the socialist project, so too there have been shared experiences of the postsocialist project: deindustrialization, privatization, and declining social rights; the ambiguities of democratization, EU integration, and globalization. Finally, “postsocialist” challenges the linearity often associated with transition, underscoring socialist legacies, which are visible on multiple levels, from styles of political leadership, corruption, and institutional dysfunction to social relations, everyday forms of managing, and yearnings for normality.

As a corollary, this volume problematizes 1989 as an epochal event, suggesting alternative and, indeed, multiple temporalities. Among these temporalities are those advanced by former dissidents and political elites (domestic and foreign alike) who have presented—and thus sought to naturalize—1989 as a definitive rupture, as well as those advanced by populists such as Viktor Orbán and Jarosław Kaczyński who have strategically revised the conventional narrative, emphasizing 2008 as the salient break.12 Peddling the “unfinished revolution” narrative, populists attribute economic woes to liberal elites who, they argue, through reckless privatization schemes and collusion with the former communist nomenklatura betrayed the democratic promises of 1989—and thus ordinary East Europeans.13 New leftists, too, have challenged triumphalist narratives, arguing that rather than a victory, 1989 ushered in an era of suffering and sacrifice, especially for the working class.14 At the same time, since the 2010s, civic activists, ordinary individuals, and (some) politicians have redeployed 1989 to counter populist and authoritarian tendencies, mobilizing it as a symbol of the democratic values they (or their parents) fought for decades ago and to which they still aspire.15

Arguing for multiple temporalities is not to deny that the revolutions of 1989 were not momentous, exhilarating, and even frightening, but that what mattered, what was life-changing for some East Europeans, happened months, years, or perhaps even a decade or more later (or a decade before). For instance, due to variations within socialist economies and governance, change, including engagements with other parts of the world, often began well before the fall of the Wall, as demonstrated in recent scholarship that analyzes postwar Eastern Europe’s global entanglements.16 Indeed, some East Europeans experienced substantive change before 1989 (with the introduction of market mechanisms into the Polish and Hungarian economies, the advent of the Solidarity movement, or glasnost and perestroika, for example) or later (with EU accession in the early 2000s and the global financial crisis of 2008). For some there was not one definitive rupture, but multiple ruptures. It is these diverse, quotidian, and local ruptures that are among the focal points in this volume.

Meanwhile, although the collapse of communist dictatorships and the opening of markets to Western goods was welcomed by nearly all East Europeans, with the lucky few experiencing Helmut Kohl’s promise of “flourishing landscapes,” these coexisted with barren fields, some of which remain uncultivated to this day. These barren fields are both literal and figurative, apparent in the crumbling industries that dot the region and in the outlook of some East Europeans, whose hopes have been dashed by political ineptitude and economic uncertainty, further exacerbated by the aftershocks of the global financial crisis. Accordingly, transition was experienced unevenly, ambiguously, and in some cases negligibly, underscoring why interpretations of it continue to be contested.

Although the volume analyzes “barren fields,” it also examines efforts at recultivation, and in this respect literal and figurative connotations also apply, as individuals, concerned with labor precarity and rising inflation in urban areas, have returned to the countryside as a form of homesteading. Recultivation is also apparent in the resourceful ways people have managed uncertainty through informal networks and in efforts to weed out corruption, both in their daily practices and popular mobilization. People also cultivate memories of the past, which can serve as sources of sustenance in troubled times. In some cases, these are nostalgic recollections of a carefree youth and a more predictable time; in other cases, they are lamentations over lost social entitlements and friendships. Often, however, they are a varied mix, yielding diverse views of the past that embody the romanticized and the mundane, the joyous and sorrowful.

Like “real existing socialism,” the term used to differentiate socialism as envisaged by theorists and as lived by ordinary people, “real existing postsocialism” sheds light on the (often considerable) gulf between ideal and reality; between the promises of liberal democracy and market capitalism on the one hand and people’s actual experiences of them on the other. This disconnect is largely related to the unexpected features of postsocialism: widening social inequalities, institutional dysfunction, and corruption. While characteristic of the socialist period as well—and even earlier periods—this was not what people anticipated as they imagined their lives and societies after 1989. Accordingly, this gulf is the product of the idealized portraits of liberal democracy and market capitalism nourished by communist-era dissidents and promoted by foreign and domestic experts (and other elites) and the idealized aspirations that ordinary people, in turn, had cultivated based on these aforementioned portraits. They are also a product of idealized visions of Western life people had been nourishing for decades under socialism.

Exploring the transformation from the perspective of “real existing postsocialism” also illuminates the different, often starkly divergent ways this period has been narrated. Writing thirty years after socialism’s collapse, historian Paul Betts contended, “Like all revolutions, 1989 brought in its train a mixed bag of dreams and disappointments, stark ruptures and stubborn continuities. But its legacy has largely been written as a bright story of liberalism triumphant, with comparatively less attention towards some of the grey and even darker tones of the inheritance.”17 By foregrounding people’s reflections and perspectives, it is these gray and even darker tones (and the brighter ones, too) we seek to draw attention to. More generally, we aim to validate people’s lived experiences both before and after 1989 and, thereby, complicate elite representations of both past and present. These latter representations, fashioned by a host of actors—politicians, former dissidents and intellectuals, entrepreneurs and business moguls, and nationalists and religious figures, among others—portray the communist past as an aberration in their country’s historical trajectory. Emphasizing the criminal and dictatorial aspects of socialism has been a useful foil for policymakers of various stripes, enabling them to justify austerity measures and socially conservative and exclusionary policies. These Manichean portraits of socialism are, in turn, widely disseminated in public forums, constituting the collective memory of the socialist past. In such a climate those who present more nuanced portraits of the past are marginalized—or even vilified as apologists for totalitarianism.18

By elucidating the varied effects of the transition, this volume complicates such selective and instrumentalist representations. Moreover, it goes beyond crude divisions of postsocialist society into “winners” and “losers.” Rather than assess whether postsocialism was a success or a failure, we shed light on how it has played out in various spheres, analyzing the degree to which recent developments represent a departure from the socialist era or a blending of different aspects of it. More fundamentally, the alterative narratives featured here offer insight into the local particularities and unintended consequences of “real existing liberal democracy and capitalism,” consequences that often depart from preconceived notions and expectations—and also bear a striking resemblance to (perhaps even a continuity with) previous socialist practices.



Continuities and Ruptures


The collapse of state socialism ushered in dramatic change, most notably in the political and economic systems that emerged. While welcomed by many, these changes were also a source of concern due to rising inflation and unemployment. As East Europeans were faced with adapting, floundering, or simply getting by, some began questioning the hopes and aspirations they had associated with liberal democracy, in particular its capacity to guarantee economic stability, let alone increased standards of living. As corruption continued apace and precarity compromised the democratic promise, public trust declined and individuals devised ways of managing the system, drawing on both old and new practices. Such continuities bring into sharp relief the fluidity, elasticity, and, for some, irrelevance of conventional temporal benchmarks and larger systemic changes. Alongside practices, people’s perspectives have been framed by their pre-1989 experiences. Of particular interest in this volume, then, is how perspectives and practices from socialism have informed and framed people’s perspectives and practices during postsocialism.

Alongside examining continuities, our volume explores discontinuities. The impact of major systemic breaks, including the dissolution of economic rights (guaranteed work) and reduction in social rights (subsidized childcare, healthcare, travel, and housing), as well as the privatization of enterprises and public services (health care, utilities) have fundamentally altered the social contract and feelings of belonging. These systemic ruptures have been unevenly felt, however, as their impact is dependent on numerous factors such as age, gender, location, socioeconomic status, ethnic identity, ability, and sexual orientation. In some cases, change has facilitated professional advancement, civic engagement, mobility, and a future-oriented perspective; in other cases, it has negatively affected individuals’ livelihoods and agency, prompting them to look back fondly to the socialist past. This is especially true of many industrial laborers who, under the current postindustrial climate, are no longer valued. As Joanna Wawrzyniak and Ondřej Klípa (chapters 1 and 2) demonstrate, these laborers yearn not only for a stable income and professional validation, but also for the social networks and sense of community they had enjoyed under socialism.19 Similarly, young people, as Friederike Kind-Kovács illustrates in her study of East Germany’s transitional generation, experienced change acutely and rapidly. Indeed, youths often experienced multiple transitions—economic, political, personal, and familial—which decisively shaped their memories of the socialist and postsocialist periods, as well as their identities as (East) German adults.

People also experienced change at different periods. Factories did not shut their doors overnight and social entitlements did not end in January 1990. Rupture was thus a varied, contextual, gradual, and subjective process. In this respect, we might speak of smaller ruptures that individuals experienced incrementally, which, when taken as a whole, culminate in a larger, more definitive rupture. Reproductive and LGBTQ rights are cases in point. For instance, since 1993, Polish women’s bodily control has been under attack by church and state, and Poland currently has one of the most restrictive abortion laws in the world. Meanwhile, as illustrated by Corina Doboș (chapter 8), Romanian doctors in public hospitals are increasingly refusing to perform abortions (which are legal on demand up to fourteen weeks of pregnancy) on the basis of “ethical norms.” Combined with lack of subsidies for contraceptives, such practices undermine women’s reproductive rights and signify, on the one hand, a dramatic departure from the 1990s and early 2000s when Romanian women, regardless of socioeconomic status, enjoyed increased reproductive freedom, and, on the other, an apparent return to the more repressive pronatalist climate under Nicolae Ceaușescu. Meanwhile, with the consolidation of populist rule in Hungary and Poland, LGBTQ individuals, who in the 1990s and early 2000s embraced opportunities for free association and open expression of their gender identity and sexual orientation, have experienced discursive and physical violence (as discussed by Agnieszka Kościańska and Hadley Renkin). Indeed, as Renkin illustrates (chapter 5), Orbán’s heteronationalist Hungary, despite being a European Union (EU) member, flouts EU antidiscrimination legislation and denies sexual minorities a host of civil liberties (from the right to legal marriage and adoption to officially changing their gender). These legislative moves constitute not only discontinuity, but a reversal from the earlier transition when East European governments, in anticipation of EU accession, passed a raft of laws that safeguarded minorities’ and women’s rights. Indeed, such reversals are evocative of a more repressive era in Cold War Europe, when people’s intimate lives were subject to restrictive legislation and state surveillance. Meanwhile, for LGBTQ individuals, women of reproductive age, and, for that matter, anyone else who feels insecure or unsafe in a country that is sliding into illiberalism, it has produced existential ruptures.

Another major rupture is emigration. While East Europeans began immigrating to various parts of Western Europe and North America in the 1990s, this process accelerated in the 2000s, when most East European states were admitted to the EU. Indeed, according to the United Nations, in 2018 the ten fastest-shrinking populations in the world were in Eastern Europe.20 Among those experiencing the highest emigration growth rates are Romania and Bulgaria, the latter having lost a staggering one-fifth of its population since 1989. Emigration has often expanded East Europeans’ educational and professional opportunities, increasing their social mobility and standard of living. For young people frustrated with pervasive corruption, crumbling public services, and low salaries, and eager to experience other parts of the world and live “normally,” studying or working abroad is a sensible and appealing alternative. As Ivan Krastev and Stephen Holmes assert, “Why should a young Pole or Hungarian wait for his country to one day be like Germany, when he can start working and raising a family in Germany tomorrow?”21 At the same time, experiences in the West have not been rosy for all. Blue-collar migrants, including caregivers and agricultural workers, have experienced exploitative labor conditions, including sexual abuse.22 Mass emigration has also affected East European societies, producing not only a brain drain but a care drain, as hospitals and care facilities face shortages of critical workers such as doctors and nurses. Moreover, East European states have smaller labor pools on which to draw and thus to tax, resulting in scaled-back social entitlements and stagnant pensions and child allowances, among other social expenditures. Meanwhile, for those left behind, particularly children in the care of extended family or neighbors, these physical ruptures are emotional and psychological, a reality typically unacknowledged in macro-level studies. At the same time, migrants send remittances back home, which increase household consumption levels and generally improve the overall standard of living. In addition, some return home to apply newly minted skills and innovative ideas in the hopes of effecting positive change. Finally, as Sergiu Gherghina and Raluca Farcas demonstrate (chapter 13), migrants seek to effect political change in their countries of origin through voting, popular mobilization, and efforts to influence the electoral choices of friends and family.

Yet, the West is not simply a physical destination but an existential one. Rather than leave for greener pastures abroad, many East Europeans aspire to Western (European) norms, including political transparency, respect for the rule of law, rising living standards, and a reliable safety net; in short, “to live normally.” While alignment with European norms and laws was, at least initially, a means whereby states in the region could attain legal and economic convergence with Western countries, as well as enjoy the free flow of goods, services, and ideas, convergence has fallen short of popular expectations.23 What’s more, for some EU membership has meant job loss (see Wawrzyniak, Klípa, and Gagyiova) and the termination of essential services and subsidies for low-income and vulnerable populations (Doboș). This, in turn, has produced disappointment and resentment. More generally, the impact of Europeanization has been ambiguous, and East Europeans’ attitudes toward it, while generally supportive, are also ambivalent due to the divergence between postsocialist expectations and realities.

The transnational focus of this volume offers insight into convergence as well as divergence. While divergence (from the West) is evident in some states’ efforts to undermine minority, women’s, and LGBTQ rights and to tamper with judicial, press, and reproductive freedom, it is also evident in their relationship to countries outside of Europe, particularly the Global South. Here the story is less ambiguous, characterized primarily by rupture with more progressive pre-1989 policies.24 As socialist regimes collapsed, so too did the internationalist ethos and solidarities they had cultivated during the Cold War. On the basis of ideological, political, and economic expedience (i.e., the need to align with European values, distance themselves from communism, and balance the budget), postsocialist states began purging “friends” from the Global South who had worked and studied in their countries prior to 1989. In essence, as postsocialist governments narrowed their gaze toward the European continent, their view of globalization also narrowed, with the result that their focus shifted from people to goods. Raia Apastolova (chapter 6) explores how this about-face was experienced by African nationals targeted for expulsion from Bulgaria after 1989, including the discursive and physical violence they faced. Accordingly, while postsocialism facilitated mobility for some, it forestalled it for others. It also enabled more open expressions of racism and xenophobia. When placed in the longer period of postsocialism, such expulsions appear as a prelude to the xenophobic discourses and policies of Hungary’s and Poland’s populist governments during the 2015 refugee “crisis.” Europeanization thus became a powerful and flexible rhetorical tool after 1989, used variously to achieve European Union membership (and benefit from its concomitant structural funds), decry the “cultural colonization” of Brussels, and reverse the conventional East-West relationship by redefining the contours of European civilization.25




Chapter Organization


Analyzing how political, institutional, and economic policies bear upon people’s experiences and memories, the following chapters explore ruptures and continuities, ambiguities and contradictions, and advances and reversals, underscoring the multidirectionality of change in the region. The authors analyze the transition from various perspectives—industrial laborers and entrepreneurs; women, young people, and sexual minorities; professional and amateur historians; and former party members, diaspora populations, and foreign students—and with respect to various topics: cultures of labor, the moral economy, and educational policies; sexual identity and reproductive health; and social mobilization and migration. Collectively, the chapters provide an interdisciplinary and ground-level approach to postsocialism, incorporating insights from history, anthropology, economics, international relations, and gender and LGBTQ studies, and they draw on a range of qualitative sources including oral histories, speeches, magazine interviews, autobiographies, and blog posts.

The volume is divided into five parts, each addressing a different aspect of “real existing postsocialism.” Part I, “Socioeconomic Transformations,” examines blue- and white-collar workers’ memories of postsocialism in Poland, the Czech Republic, and Hungary. Drawing extensively on oral histories, these ground-level views of deindustrialization and privatization challenge hegemonic portraits of the transition, illuminating people’s ambiguous experiences of economic change. As the authors argue, 1989 was not perceived as a turning point by all, particularly Hungarians and Poles, who had experienced market elements prior to the collapse of socialism. For them, along with the Czech workers featured here, rupture began in the late 1990s and early 2000s with the influx of foreign companies, a process that decisively affected their occupational trajectories. These chapters thus demonstrate the complex ways neoliberalism and Europeanization have shaped people’s self-identities, work cultures, political choices, and more generally their attitudes toward the transition.

In chapter 1, Joanna Wawrzyniak illuminates local memories of the transition, focusing on Polish engineers and skilled laborers whose enterprises were privatized and sold to multinationals after 1989. For the engineers she interviewed, 1989 did not signify a definitive rupture, as already in the 1970s their enterprises had contracted with foreign firms, facilitating engagement with the global marketplace and global actors well before the 1990s. Discontinuities, however, are more apparent in the case of laborers, especially female laborers, as they were among the first to be let go during the shock therapy of the early 1990s. As such, these individuals regarded the early transition as a decisive break that dramatically altered the course of their lives.

Ondřej Klípa, in chapter 2, similarly draws on the recollections of industrial employees, namely sugar plant workers in the Czech Republic, analyzing how economic change affected their daily lives, political allegiances, and local culture. While the featured workers weathered privatization and the eventual closure of their plant relatively well due to generous severance packages and reintegration into other areas of the economy, many nonetheless embrace Euroskeptic and populist politics. Klípa interprets workers’ provincialism as reactions to their devaluation as laborers, loss of community, and exclusion from the dominant narrative of the transition. In their mind, Europeanization, which for them includes British businessmen, Brussels bureaucrats, and Prague policymakers, is antinational and antiworker.

In chapter 3, Annina Gagiyova analyzes the trajectories of small business owners in Hungary, which, like Poland, introduced market mechanisms well before 1989. Participants in the “second economy” who emerged in the 1980s to satisfy consumer demand, these socialist entrepreneurs anticipated a seamless and successful transition to full capitalism after 1989. Yet, as Gagiyova demonstrates, their hopes were soon dashed as the Hungarian state privileged large-scale foreign investors over smaller domestic businesses, the latter of whom were burdened with high taxes. Such measures, combined with the increased popularity of (foreign) hypermarkets, left entrepreneurs struggling to make ends meet, and many were forced to close their businesses in the early 2000s. Consequently, they expressed disillusionment with economic change in Hungary after 1989.

Part II, “The Politics of Exclusion,” explores the ambiguous experiences of sexual minorities and (non-Western) foreigners in Poland, Hungary, and Bulgaria since the collapse of socialism. In all three states, transition entailed instituting new rights and civil liberties, among them freedom of association and expression, including the right to express one’s gender identity and sexual orientation. Yet, transition also involved a definitive break with socialist multiculturalism, dramatically expressed in the administrative expulsion of African students from Bulgaria after 1989 and the racial violence perpetrated against them by ordinary Bulgarians. Meanwhile, reassertion of national identity in Poland and Hungary was expressed through the promotion of traditional (i.e., religious and heteronormative) values by right-wing groups, members of the Catholic Church, and some policymakers and ordinary citizens. Consequently, Hungarians and Poles who had welcomed the open climate of the 1990s have experienced existential threats by their own states—despite the fact they are required, by European law, to protect them. These chapters thus illuminate the unanticipated, contradictory, and adverse outcomes of postsocialism for LGBTQ individuals and non-European foreign nationals, among others.

In chapter 4, Agnieszka Kościańska analyzes LGBTQ individuals’ ambiguous experiences of both socialism and postsocialism in Poland. While LGBTQ people are now able to speak and organize freely, right-wing and populist parties, along with the conservative wing of the Catholic Church and conservative civic groups, have attempted to undermine sexual minorities’ civil rights, presenting them as threats to children, morality, and the Polish nation. Consequently, some LGBTQ individuals feel that their invisibility under socialism ironically gave them a sense of freedom they currently no longer enjoy, even though they had previously been subjected to discrimination, violence, and state surveillance. As such, Kościańska concludes that the story of LGBTQ rights and individuals’ experiences in Poland has been characterized not simply by progress and convergence with the West, but also by ambiguities and, more recently, reversals.

In chapter 5, Hadley Renkin explores how gender identity and intimate politics have been instrumentalized for nationalist purposes in postsocialist Hungary—and the tragic implications of this process for sexual minorities and women. This is largely a story of rupture and regression, graphically evident during the Budapest Pride March in 2007, when participants were violently attacked by ultra-nationalists. Such everyday assaults on sexual minorities have been fueled—and are legislatively paralleled—by the policies of Prime Minister Viktor Orbán and his party, Fidesz. Orbán’s “heteronationalist” project has undermined postsocialism’s original promise of increased social and political equality and inclusion, including opportunities for diverse expressions of identity, community, and gendered and sexual belonging. Orbán’s attack extends to gender, which he characterizes as an ideology and which he has banned as an official category of identification and area of study in Hungary. As Renkin emphasizes, such reversals have shattered people’s lives, their sense of security, and their expectations for the future direction of their country.

In chapter 6, Raia Apostalova analyzes the expulsion of African nationals from Bulgaria in the 1990s, a practice that constituted a dramatic rupture from the socialist internationalism promoted by the regime from the 1960s through the 1980s. This policy change was both ideological and financial: after 1989, political leaders of varying stripes sought to distance themselves from the previous regime, including discontinuing programs for foreign students, who were presented as residues of the socialist past and a financial drain on an economy already heavily in debt. By placing the financial burden of their education on foreign students themselves, the government insidiously sought to deter them from coming to Bulgaria altogether. These administrative expulsions were accompanied by increased racism, as some Bulgarians expressed contempt for the students’ perceived privileged position under communism by verbally and physically attacking them. For foreign nationals who had cultivated friendships and earned their degrees in Bulgaria, such outcomes were felt as a painful rupture. More significantly, Bulgaria’s efforts to “return to Europe” paradoxically entailed embracing nativism and enforcing exclusionary policies, an approach expanded by populist regimes (via anti-immigrant discourses and measures) not only in Hungary, Poland, and Bulgaria, but also Romania and Serbia.

Part III, “Something Old, Something New,” examines postsocialism through the lens of reproductive and sexual policies, practices, and beliefs in Romania. As the authors illustrate, the transition to market capitalism and liberal democracy, including the introduction of new rights such as freedom of the press, association, and religion, have been both liberating and constraining. Despite the fact that Romania has one of the highest teen pregnancy, abortion, and STI rates in the EU, there is no mandatory sex education curriculum in schools. Moreover, some parents, along with conservative groups, are opposed to such a curriculum and reluctant to broach the topic with their children. Young people thus rely on friends, the media, and NGOs to learn about sexual health and hygiene, underscoring the importance of a free press and association. Meanwhile, and relatedly, women’s reproductive freedom and health is being undermined by lack of access to affordable contraceptives, disinformation, and medical professionals who refuse to perform abortions in public hospitals on ethical grounds. Given such realities, some women and teenage girls resort to desperate measures to control their fertility in a manner tragically evocative of the Ceaușescu period. The chapters in this section are thus stories of discontinuities and continuities; progress and reversal.

In chapter 7, Beatrice Scutaru and Luciana Jinga offer a multilevel view of sex education in Romania’s public school system. Highlighting young people’s perspectives and experiences of sex and sex education (including adults’ recollections of their experiences as young people), the authors give voice to those who have been marginalized in debates about mandatory sex education. They also explore how policymakers, parents, and NGOs, on various parts of the political spectrum, have positioned themselves within these debates and sought to either expand or restrict access to sex education. Yet, as the authors contend, while adults debate, youth suffer, as lack of obligatory, universal, and effective sex education curricula in Romania is responsible for high rates—among the highest in the EU—of teen pregnancy, STIs, and school dropout, especially among rural populations.

In chapter 8, Corina Doboș examines how the combined influence of conservativism, neoliberalism, and misinformation has undermined women’s reproductive rights in postsocialist Romania—with dire consequences for low-income women. While reproductive rights expanded dramatically after 1989 with the decriminalization of abortion, introduction of family planning services, and the subsidization of contraceptives for low-income groups, by the late 2000s after Romania’s accession to the EU, this situation changed due to underfunding (by the Romanian Ministry of Health) and doctors’ refusals, on ethical grounds, to perform abortions in public hospitals. Consequently, economically vulnerable women have resorted to desperate measures—as they did under socialism—to control their fertility, with hauntingly familiar outcomes. While suffering the combined effects of austerity and the de facto restriction of their reproductive rights, women who seek abortions now also face overt criticism by the Orthodox Church and neoconservative groups, the latter of which are, as in Poland, new to the postsocialist climate, representing a rupture.

Part IV, “Origin Stories,” examines the politics of (re)fashioning one’s adversary, the self, and the nation in (East) Germany, the Czech Republic, Bulgaria, and Hungary.The authors argue that the flux and uncertainty of the early transition provided fertile ground for new beginnings but also reinventions, rationalizations, and resurrections. Some individuals, for the purpose of security and personal enrichment in the new liberal-democratic order, sought to distance themselves from their socialist past, while others embraced it. Meanwhile, some looked to the distant past, evoking episodes of national glory and grandeur. Forging a flattering “origin story” thus served the authors’ personal interests as well as the nation’s, functioning as a type of sustenance during a time of crisis and uncertainty.

In chapter 9, Till Hilmar uses the persona of the “turncoat” to illuminate how people apprehended and assessed work, value, and community in (East) Germany and the Czech Republic after 1989. Regarded as an opportunistic individual who enjoyed special privileges due to their position in the communist system, the “turncoat” met a different fate in each country. In the Czech Republic, turncoats (typically former technocrats and firm insiders) took advantage of their social networks, translating their political capital into economic capital, signifying continuity. In Germany, by contrast, there was minimal elite reproduction, as (West) Germans assumed positions in previously state-owned enterprises. Thus, the turncoat had fewer opportunities for reinvention and adaptation to the new system, signifying rupture.

In chapter 10, Victor Petrov explores how Bulgarian history has been reimagined since 1989 by both professional historians and amateurs, analyzing its widespread currency among the Bulgarian public. While focusing on different episodes in Bulgarian history, these “origin stories” highlight Bulgaria’s contributions to modern European statehood, Orthodox Christianity, Slavic culture, and world civilization. Claiming to offer “authentic” narratives of Bulgarian history, as opposed to the ideologically inflected ones of the communist era, Petrov demonstrates that these “historians” ironically reproduce the same nationalist narratives advanced by scholars under communism. Popularized by an open publishing market and leaders of varying political stripes, the featured authors attract an impressive following on social media, television, and in bookstores. The appeal of such stories, Petrov argues, lies in Bulgarians’ need of a glorious past during a gloomy present.

In chapter 11, Sándor Horváth analyzes the interpretive strategies used by former members of the Hungarian communist party to narrate their past after 1989. While some claimed that party membership was necessary for securing a job in their field and for professional advancement, others, especially those who joined the party in the late 1950s and 1960s, claimed commitment to social equality, portraying themselves as Marxist reformists and part of the new left. By highlighting such motives, they positioned themselves as socially committed citizens rather than opportunistic supporters of a dictatorial regime. In so doing, former party members justified their retention in educational and administrative posts after 1989. Meanwhile, other former party members, by drawing on the social networks they had developed under communism, translated their political capital into economic capital, ensuring a smooth transition to the business world after 1989. Both instances, Horváth argues, illustrate the utility of Communist Party membership in facilitating individuals’ privileged status both before and after 1989, reflecting continuity.

Part V, “Home Is Where the Heart Is,” examines the significance (East) Germans and Romanians ascribe to their places of birth, which they conceptualize as both a geographical space and a state of mind. The authors argue that although the transition produced physical rupture from their country of origin (in the form of the dissolution of it or departure from it), Germans’ and Romanians’ connection to it remains strong. In the case of (East) Germans this connection is manifested in memories of the pre- and immediate post-1989 period, while for Romanians this connection is manifested in current relationships and political engagement.

In chapter 12, Friederike Kind-Kovács analyzes youths’ memories of die Wende (the Changes) in the former East Germany to illuminate how political and economic ruptures affected central aspects of young people’s lives: the family, schooling, and leisure. As Kind-Kovács demonstrates, youth, a demographic typically neglected in studies of the East German transition, acutely felt the changes of the period, especially because the very people they typically turned to for guidance—their parents—struggled themselves to cope with uncertainty. For youths who remained in the East after unification, there were few continuities, as caregivers and teachers lost their jobs and socialist youth organizations were disbanded. Meanwhile, young people who moved westward felt this rupture even more dramatically, particularly those who were dubbed “Ossis” by classmates and made to feel inferior. Their feelings of grief, longing, and displacement continue to linger in their memories of this period decades later.

In chapter 13, Sergiu Gherghina and Raluca Farcas examine the Romanian diaspora’s engagement in politics and popular mobilization back home. Compelled to leave Romania due to declining living standards, corruption, and government incompetence, the individuals featured in this chapter are committed to democratic principles and seek to effect change by voting—and encouraging family and friends to vote—for particular candidates and through popular mobilization. Their aim is to improve the political and economic situation and, ideally, return to Romania one day. Given their large number, the diaspora has proven to be a potent political force in Romanian politics, determining the outcome of two presidential elections. That said, the diaspora’s support of populist candidates in more recent legislative elections may indicate a worrying trend.26
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Part I Socioeconomic Transformations 






1 “People Knew They Wouldn’t Have To Scrape Dry Chocolate If They Called Me In”

Industry, Subjectivity, and the Long Transformation


Joanna Wawrzyniak



Introduction


Recently, there has been a wave of new research on the history of the transformation in East-Central Europe that contextualizes this turbulent period in larger patterns of cultural and socioeconomic developments. It proposes alternative periodization(s) of transformation by pointing to the 1970s, rather than to 1989–1991, as the beginning of accelerated socioeconomic change. In this way, the post-1989 period is analyzed with respect to earlier and later developments of globalization, democratization, and the Europeanization of culture. By complementing the earlier focus on political history, this new research invites us to rethink the recent past in terms of “the long 1990s,” a fluid category used universally to refer to the period in which the Washington Consensus and neoliberal policies were established, technocratic governance expanded, and dictatorships withdrew—at least temporarily.1

This long view of recent history, which has informed transnational studies of East-Central Europe, is rarely appreciated, if even noticed, in hegemonic interpretations of Eastern Europe. In the Baltic states and in the Visegrád Group, constituted by the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, and Slovakia, neoliberal and right-wing populist interpretations of the causes and course of the transition from communism to capitalism, dictatorship to democracy, and accession to NATO and the European Union (EU) are still governed by the anticommunist paradigm. The former views the transition as a necessary and welcome change, the latter feeds on dissatisfaction with the neoliberal turn, including austerity measures, rising inequality, and outmigration. Although liberals and populists in those countries tend to clash over political symbols such as the role of particular politicians in the transition process or the meaning(s) of transition agreements, they both draw on the ideology of anticommunism. This paradigm has influenced how recent history has been represented in the public sphere, including in journalistic accounts, history classes, and history museums.2

In this chapter I discuss possible ways of narrating recent history that incorporate both longer patterns of socioeconomic change and the subjective, local experience of the transformation without becoming entrapped in “the anticommunist politics of history.” I also demonstrate how oral history, by illuminating how different actors remember the 1990s, challenges old narratives and enriches our understanding of the transition. A return to narratives of transformation “from below” illuminates the different paths historical interpretations take, despite the hegemony of an anticommunist memory regime.

My analysis is influenced by a current discussion in memory studies about the so-called “mnemonic agonism,” an approach that repoliticizes the past and the relation of the past to the present and which relies on radical (as opposed to consensual) multiperspectivity to weaken the hegemonic memory regimes developed by political elites.3 It highlights the perspectives of political, social, and cultural actors heretofore marginalized in the public sphere and examines the controversies, as well as differences, in values, meanings, and emotions. Although memory studies scholars have been rethinking the political ideas of Chantal Mouffe in different ways, the agonistic approach is broadly understood as a way to question official discourses and explore alternative historical narratives.4

Thus far, the main conceptual and practical insights on agonistic oral history have been advanced by Chris Reynolds, historian and co-curator of an exhibition at the Ulster Museum in 2018, which featured testimonies of thirty activists who participated in the civil rights movement in Northern Ireland in 1968, at the onset of the Troubles. Comprised of oral history accounts, the exhibition depicted the legacy of the Troubles as part of the Northern Irish peace process. Instead of offering one single interpretation of 1968, the exhibition invited visitors to draw their own views of how this period should be remembered, thereby encouraging recognition of the complexities of memory in a divided and politically fraught society. In addition to the display of conflicting perspectives and emphasis on alternative narratives of the Troubles, agonism was articulated by displaying them against the new background of international history that went beyond the standard interpretations of Northern Ireland in 1968.5

This chapter relies on agonistic insights derived from an oral history project on the memories of transformation and deindustrialization in Poland. Between 2010 and 2016, I led a team of researchers who conducted over 130 life story interviews with the employees of twelve industrial sites that were modernized in the 1970s and later privatized and sold to multinationals in the 1990s.6 Relating to a critical strand of literature on postsocialism in Poland on the one hand and to a wider context of labor transformations under global capitalism on the other, our research supplemented earlier studies of the transformation owing to its focus on how postsocialism and industrial reorganization were remembered by workers two decades after the “shock therapy” of the 1990s.7

The featured postsocialist factories—heavy and light branches of industry, including a steel works, cement plant, car factory, tire factory, paper mill, as well as enterprises that produced food, cigarettes, chemicals, and pharmaceuticals—did not collapse after 1989, but stayed in operation in the reframed setting of the multinationals that purchased them. Although all these industries experienced severe downsizing as part of the privatization and restructuring process, the global position of their new owners (among them PepsiCo, Heineken, ArcelorMittal, Philips, Michelin, Daewoo, Nestlé, to name a few) meant they were privileged over many other industries that were disbanded. Most of our interviewees remained employed until their retirement, while others changed jobs or went on to collect various forms of severance pay. This collection of interviews not only provides a comparative basis for understanding how diverse actors, including management, trade unions, and various blue-collar and white-collar workers were affected by privatization, but also expands the temporal parameters of the transformation to encompass longer patterns of economic and social history.

Drawing on oral histories from this project, I showcase three instances that challenge hegemonic interpretations of the transformation. By analyzing the memories of engineers and other qualified technical workers who already worked within the global economy in the 1970s, I complicate the notion of 1989 as an anticommunist breakthrough, underscoring the diverse temporalities that characterized the transformation in Poland. Additionally, by analyzing different memories of privatization, I reconstruct grassroots, agonistic views of the mass redundancies of the 1990s, which were key experiences of the neoliberal turn in Poland (with the unemployment rate around 16 percent in the mid-1990s). Finally, the chapter reflects on the countermemory of a Communist Party member whose views challenge hegemonic, anticommunist interpretations of recent history. More generally, the oral histories featured here demonstrate how social actors mobilized their own resources to act; how they understood the results of their actions; and how they reflected on their agency under late socialism and during early postsocialism.




Temporality, or Why the 1970s Matter


The diverse temporalities of the transformation are understudied; however, their reconstruction could enhance our understanding of why social groups clash over the meanings of the recent past. Temporalities are neither neutral nor natural, but powerful tools for naturalizing social worlds and social change for social actors.8 They also have distinct implications for the ways in which groups and individuals engage with the past. Therefore, a discussion of when the transformation began does not make much sense unless we ask: for whom? In our project, one of the most coherent groups whose narratives suggest the need for alternative periodizations of the transformation were engineers and other qualified workers who were later employed in postsocialist factories. If we understand the transformation as a convergence, or at least an entanglement, between capitalist and socialist types of production, the engineers’ life stories reveal how this process had started (for them) in the 1970s. The recollections I refer to in the following pages derive mainly from interviews conducted with former employees of a car producer, Fabryka Samochodów Osobowych (FSO), and a chocolate factory, Wedel, in Warsaw, but we have observed similar stories in other factories in our sample. However, it is difficult to say if those stories are representative beyond our sample; the factories we studied had a specific and privileged trajectory: modernized in the 1970s, they ended up in the hands of large multinationals in the 1990s.

Part of the postwar baby boom generation, the featured workers completed their schooling and higher education by the late 1960s and early 1970s, and the accelerated industrialization of the 1970s enabled them to acquire skills necessary for working in socialist industry. During the 1970s Polish industries also adopted new modes of production and explored markets in the Global South. At the time, the Polish state relied on Western loans to boost industrial development, resulting in an increase in foreign debt from $1 billion to $24 billion between 1970 and 1980. The state continued buying Western licenses for industrial production, which increased access to consumer durables such as cars and supported technological modernization. This process also promoted détente in Europe and facilitated Poland’s engagement in the global economy.9 While goods produced in Polish factories as a result of those technology transfers were not competitive in Western markets, they were attractive to the domestic (Polish) market and to developing economies of the Global South. Young Polish engineers and qualified workers at these factories thus became a privileged group, trained by workers from leading Western companies that sold their (often outdated) technologies to Poland. In addition to acquiring technical knowledge, the engineers traveled within and outside of Europe and learned foreign languages. They negotiated contracts, supervised production, and trained subcontractors in countries throughout Europe, Asia, Africa, and Latin America. In our interviews, they spoke with enthusiasm and fascination about the 1970s, referring to it as a period of great personal adventure. They shared numerous stories about observing strikes in Italy, throngs of people in factories in Bulgaria, negotiations of contracts in the UK, learning how to operate a new machine in Scandinavia, sending cars to Mexico, opening production lines in Libya, or getting stuck without family contacts in China. “We drew a lot of satisfaction from belonging to the elite staff,” recalled a process engineer in a car plant.10 Another added: “Work was very interesting. More and more duties, more and more money, I dare say…. And a sense of self-improvement: I had to learn English, I completed two post-graduate study programs.”11

Participating in the circulation of knowledge and building industry were not the only factors that shaped workers’ memories of late socialism. Another important layer was the sense of being locally needed and useful. Beginning in the late 1970s, the Polish state could not afford to update technologies and production. Thus, the skills of local staff were essential in keeping factories running. On the one hand, the constant rush during production was a source of frustration for our interviewees. The level of stress was high as nothing worked properly, and there were many, often fatal, accidents in the factories. Sometimes their superiors, themselves threatened by the police, added to this atmosphere of tension, often blaming the engineers for accidents or broken production lines. On the other hand, the engineers and high-skilled blue-collar workers created affective bonds with each other and the factories, to which they devoted their time, ambitions, and energy. The “gendered structure of feelings” of those predominantly male workers rested on the conviction that they were, in fact, the ones who ran the factories under difficult working conditions.12 One of the electricians in the chocolate factory told us about how essential his skills were for fixing an Italian generator:


Several such fixes and I was on good terms with the managers and foremen—they never wanted anyone else to do the job. It was a new generator, but it did break down. And you’ve got to fix it fast, because otherwise chocolate dries up. People knew they wouldn’t have to scrape dry chocolate if they called me in, for I was the fastest on the job…. I had worked there for several decades; I loved it and I was appreciated.13



When the factories were sold to multinationals in the 1990s, the engineers were, as a whole, not negatively affected by downsizing as they already possessed skills necessary for surviving in the capitalist system. If they were laid off, they could find a new job or start their own business. Or they could emigrate and find work abroad. Meanwhile, those still employed in the factories could enroll in training programs and improve their skills. In many respects, the transition was better: the secret police no longer surveilled them and they were not forced to attend compulsory courses on Marxism-Leninism. Nor were they bombarded with propaganda about “the Communist Party’s leading role,” the “economic plans,” or “the internal enemies.” Moreover, safety standards improved, production lines worked smoothly, and salaries increased. Nonetheless their experiences and narratives of this period display significant discrepancies from one another.

On the one hand, they acknowledged that their lobbying for foreign investments enabled them to connect with the global economy, which they were already quite familiar with. This was related by those in advanced managerial positions, on executive boards, and even those who took part in negotiations about privatization schemes for their factories. Thus, some managed to make impressive careers afterward. For instance, Jan (b. 1946), a physicist who implemented production lines in a tire factory in Olsztyn, Poland in the 1970s (on the license of American Uniroyal), organized production in Libya in the 1980s. After the Olsztyn factory was bought by Michelin in the 1990s, he became its CEO and was later relocated to the company headquarters in France.14

Additionally, Lucyna (b. 1947), an engineer and economist employed at the Wedel chocolate factory, held several managerial positions in the 1980s and helped open FritoLay factories in Poland and Russia.15 For well-educated, competent, and ambitious women such as Lucyna the transformation opened up possibilities previously unthinkable in the patriarchal world of masculinist socialist industry. These women not only effectively adapted to, but thrived in the new system, as Jill Massino argued observing women in similar careers in Romania.16

At the same time, some of the engineers and other specialists, particularly those who did not secure careers in privatized companies, lamented their shrinking agency as they could no longer influence the course of events. The skills upon which they had built their status in socialist factories, including the resourceful ways they compensated for shortages in production, repaired broken machines, or even designed new ones, were devalued under postsocialism.17 This sense of loss was articulated with reference to both the self and the nation, as they emphasized that the factories were no longer “theirs.” Because the factories were sold to multinationals, they were no longer Polish, which undermined the engineers’ sense of national pride. The sense of local community was gone, too. It was bad enough to no longer produce Polish goods; it was even worse to be forced to adjust to foreign superiors and different organizational cultures. Workers felt they were being treated as inferiors simply because they were Poles, which they found frustrating and offensive. A woman employed in a paper mill recalled with bitterness the negotiations with an Austrian company about restructuring: “They kept repeating that ‘in Eastern Europe teaching is needed, you need training.’ I remember a colleague who, at some point, could not put up with it anymore so she took out a ruler and map and showed them that Warsaw and Vienna are almost equally eastern.”18

This widening social divide between individuals who once belonged to the same stratum of workers explains why some had negative perspectives on the transformation. Though privileged when compared with blue-collar workers, many engineers felt the Western companies treated them in a patronizing manner, minimizing their skills and experience. Yet, even though they were frustrated with foreign organizational cultures, this well-educated group of workers kept their jobs and often experienced upward mobility. The stories of engineers and technical staff employed in privatized factories illustrate that the 1970s mattered for this generation, in part because of their encounters with the global economy. Thereafter, they experienced a gradual opening up of their workplaces and their careers to foreign contacts, practices, and technologies.

While some were enthusiastic about privatization, others were more ambivalent; meanwhile others were indignant. For this latter group, the 1990s signified neither “the end” of the old world nor “the beginning” of a new one. Instead, the 1990s became another challenge that individuals with transferable skills had to face. Sociological research on the conversion of cultural and social capital into economic capital reveals that the Polish intelligentsia generally managed to do well under postsocialism.19 However, oral histories with Polish engineers point to continuities in their professional roles rather than abrupt conversions of cultural and social capital that were acquired over several decades. Even though their perceptions of agency after 1989 varied, the engineers maintained or enhanced their material status, drawing on and expanding the resources amassed well before then. This stands in stark contrast to biographies of shop floor workers who were laid off in the 1990s and whose entire world dissolved in less than a decade.




Agonism, Or How Downsizing Matters


Another way to analyze the transformation is to juxtapose narratives expressing different values and emotions. Our project enables us to compare accounts of the same processes from different perspectives: by individuals who differed from each other in the way they witnessed or experienced those processes, often according to social status, gender, age, skill level, and/or other identifiers. Among the various episodes conveyed to us, the most salient were those that revolved around downsizing in the 1990s. Interviews with two managers, Magda (b. 1950) and Jan (b. 1952), both employed at the same paper mill in Świecie, a small town in northern Poland, illustrate this well. The paper mill was built during the late 1960s and early 1970s and became the main local employer, offering work for inhabitants of the surrounding villages, as well as for industrial laborers throughout Poland. As a result, between 1961 and 1988 the town’s population almost doubled—from 13,000 to 25,000. Like other socialist factories, the paper mill became a center of communal life through formal and informal hierarchies, clientelist networks involving the reciprocal exchange of favors between the management and workers, and organized social welfare, including state-sponsored holidays, sports facilities, childcare centers, health care facilities, and the distribution of consumer goods. By the 1980s, the factory had become the largest producer of cellulose and paper in East-Central Europe; however, it struggled with problems common in shortage economies: decrepit machines, scarcity of materials, and lack of access to new markets. Privatization occurred over a relatively long period, and a deal with Austrian Mondi was finalized only in 1997. The factory was downsized several times, with the most severe layoffs occurring alongside the reorganization of production in the late 1990s. In 2003, the factory, renamed Frantschach Świecie S.A., numbered around 1,000 workers, less than a quarter of those employed in 1989.

Mass redundancies were a recurrent topic of all fourteen interviews we conducted in Świecie. However, Magda’s and Jan’s stories bear striking contrasts, even though neither of them had been laid off. On the contrary, they were both successful in advancing their careers until their retirement in the late 2010s. Yet, while Magda described restructuring, including learning new technologies and languages, as a painful process of “survival” that her generation suffered, Jan spoke of it as an adventure that modernized the community by reorienting it toward market principles. Magda noted:


When the firm got privatized and went public, our age group was stripped of its sense of dignity. We always said we were a lost generation, for we had been denied an opportunity to learn foreign languages. I knew colleagues who were full of practical knowledge but could not share it because of the language barrier. Then there appeared a group of very young people, straight from college, whose advantage over us was that they were able to say beautifully [in English] “how do you do?”20



Jan, meanwhile, framed his story differently:


I managed to learn English “just in time.” I had started rather late, in 1990, but very intensively. In 1992, I was sent to Japan for two months for a state-owned enterprise management training program. In a group of twenty of various trades, we learned the theory and practice of business management. I covered two modules: strategic management and finance and investment.21



While talking about the mass redundancies Magda had witnessed and Jan had initiated as a manager, each conveyed fundamentally different values and emotions. As Magda reflected:


Later on, it got better, but in the ’90s, that turn, it was really bad. On your way to work, you met women in tears. Tears, and tears, and tears. One is sobbing right here; another is crying over there. Then your family member loses their job. And you feel bad because you have a job. And what will you do? You, a member of a supervisory board? Won’t you arrange something for your sister, for your cousin? I saw genuine despair. Those women sacked on the spot. Downsizing in Świecie, where there were no longer any jobs for women…. But the worst thing was that it came with no warning: you worked the night shift and then at dawn you were dismissed. I remember the tears in an inventory department: the women came to the office in the morning and were told to go back home. On the spot. The next day they came to collect their possessions.22



Meanwhile, Jan displayed a different sentiment:


During the first year we offered special severance pay to those who would accept “voluntary termination” and agree to go. About two or three hundred went like that. Then, unavoidable collective layoffs started. They were very well prepared. We hired reputable consultants from Hay Group and they helped us prepare a detailed plan on how to downsize as painlessly as possible, with much support to the laid off: psychological support, when they were told they had to go; support in the process of retraining; and obviously financial support: the severance pay was equal to one annual salary…. I am sure it was tough for them at the time, but perhaps, from a distance, they found some justification and understanding that it was worth it for the benefit of their children or even grandchildren, that this was for future generations. I sincerely hope so.23



The difference between Magda’s and Jan’s stories lay in their views on their responsibility vis-à-vis communal life and how they acted to influence the course of events. Magda depicted her situation as a personal struggle for survival as she was a single mother with dependent children. However, she also saw it as her duty to help other women, to save them from being laid off. For Jan, the 1990s meant unlimited possibilities of developing his career, though he also felt responsible for the factory, which could not survive under the harsh conditions of shock therapy unless workers were let go. Their attitudes reflect essentialist gender sensitivities and affectual bonds. In her narrative, Magda appears compassionate and caring, and she sees the factory in familial terms. Jan, meanwhile, distances himself from personal relationships and cloaks his actions behind the professionalism of a global management consulting firm. In sum, while Magda’s responsibilities are with the people, Jan’s are with the system and the factory.

Although it is tempting to generalize about the broader gendered implications of the above reflections, in other interviews we conducted we found female managers who were not particularly compassionate toward their staff, as well as men who expressed concern about weakening communal bonds. For instance, the aforementioned Lucyna conveyed a bitter story of how she overworked her employees—as well as herself—to such an extent that her American boss asked her to slow down and stop coming to work on weekends. Meanwhile, several senior-level male employees were quite emotional about the loss of the factory world, relating instances when they tried to soften the blow of restructuring. The differing views of Jan and Magda, rather than being gendered per se, instead offer windows onto two dominant modes of remembering—and justifying—actions during the transition: the “there was no alternative” future-oriented approach and the “moral economy” past-oriented approach. The former is characterized by rational economic calculations, a neoliberal work ethic, and managerial technocracy. It emphasizes modernization, technological development, a strong position within the global marketplace, improvements in organization (e.g., the physical appearance and safety of the workplace), as well as the prosperity of future generations and benefits for the local community and the country in general.

By contrast, the past-oriented mode (of remembering the transition) placed the disintegration of community values at its core. Concern revolved around not only loss of employment, but the erosion of former ways of life and the rise in mutual distrust. The detrimental effect of the “cuts” on both employment and social bonds can be understood through the lens of Karl Polanyi’s concept of “disembeddedness,” as employed in an analysis of the transformation of Polish and Croatian shipyards.24 While disembeddedness can refer to loss of social control over the economic process of production and distribution, it can also refer to the “moral economy,” in which communities oppose the effects of the “rational economy” within their social worlds. Accordingly, they defend—or lament—the waning of their collective identities, which are based on reciprocity and decision-making grounded primarily in community-based considerations.25 Rather than looking forward, as with those who adhere to the “there was no alternative” approach, supporters of the “moral economy” approach dwell on feelings of collective deprivation and nostalgically reference the “good old times” from the socialist past, when people had time to cherish one another.26 This mode of remembrance was evident in Magda’s story and some of the engineers’ accounts discussed in the previous section. It was also typical of shop floor workers whose stories stressed values such as reciprocity, fairness, stability, security, relative equality, sociability, and control over one’s life. Some of our interviewees also lamented the dashed hopes of the transformation and expressed nostalgia for unrealized alternatives. Those included workers’ share options and, in general, more social democratic and nationally oriented models of economic development. This “moral economy” perspective revealed the gulf between vague expectations that the collapse of the communist system would bring “normality” by increasing living standards and reducing the party’s control over the workplaces, and the economic reality, which produced immense levels of stress, insecurity, and feelings of powerlessness.




Countermemory, or How a Communist Party Member Remembers


Another way to discuss alternative memories of transformation is to look at counternarratives that directly question the hegemonic myths of the transformation. For three decades now, Polish politics has been divided into two opposite camps: liberal-leaning and conservative-populist. Although they differ in many fundamental respects, they both originated in dissident milieus that organized themselves in support of workers’ protests in the 1970s and later transformed into the Solidarity movement. In 1976, workers’ strikes, brutally quashed by the communist government, took place in Radom, a medium-size town in central Poland situated 100 kilometers south of Warsaw. This event consequently led to the founding of the Workers’ Defense Committee (Komitet Obrony Robotników; KOR) and other initiatives by the Polish opposition. After the collapse of communism, it became the core founding myth of postsocialist Poland.

In 2014, we interviewed employees of a privatized tobacco factory in Radom, among them Michał, a former party member whose anti-Solidarity story differed from those presented in public memory forums such as history textbooks and commemorative rituals. Michał was born into a poor peasant family in Lower Silesia in the late 1940s. After graduating from high school in 1967, he moved to Radom to complete his education at a two-year vocational teacher training center, specializing in art education. He met his future wife there, married, had two daughters, and was offered a job as a graphic designer (plastyk), where he was responsible for party propaganda in the tobacco factory and decorating for celebratory events such as May Day rallies and marches. During that time, Michał also supplemented his income with private catering jobs.

One of the first significant episodes of his narrative is the workers’ protests of 1976. He describes the violence on the streets, the looting of shops, the beating of the factory’s director, and, upon his return home, his crying children because of tear gas and a burning bus outside of his place:


I ran the tub full of water, secured all the doors with rolled blankets; we were afraid the place would go up in flames, there was so much smoke all around; tears rolled. It was 1976. And I shall never see that monument [to the workers] here as anything else but a monument to the memory of firebrands and troublemakers, because I know how it was.27



With a certain satisfaction, he rounds out this episode by noting that he earned extra money for decorating the local stadium with party slogans condemning the protests.

In the late 1970s, Michał ran a workers’ club at the factory, where he organized sports and dancing events, and, because of his knowledge of Western rock and pop music, he became widely popular. This seemed to be the reason why, in 1980, he was offered a party propaganda job to run the factory’s broadcasting facility, which he willingly accepted and where he kept condemning the Solidarity movement. He recalled: “As a radio operator I gave the only voice to the other side; Solidarity had no advantage. The party was all fed up with it, so they let me into the broadcasting.” This facilitated his promotion to secretary of the factory committee, which he was courageous to accept given Solidarity’s popularity among workers. Michał lost his job at the radio station upon the introduction of martial law in 1981. For some time, he was excluded from the factory, probably so as not to cause further tensions, and was given a behind-the-scenes position in the party regional committee, though he wished to return to the factory. In the 1980s, he was elected to the factory workers’ council, but came into conflict with both the party and Solidarity members. In 1989, at a local party meeting, Michał reluctantly opted for the changes: “If these gentlemen—and, mind you, I was earlier the main critic of Michnik and Kuroń—if they wish to take responsibility for the shit and squalor we now have, well, let them suit themselves.”

Later developments were not so favorable for Michał, as power was now in the hands of the local representatives of Solidarity. Even though Michał was allowed to play music on the factory radio for the next four years, Solidarity increasingly isolated him, and he realized he would be among the first to be laid off as the country adopted shock therapy measures. In 1996, eighteen years before Michał’s legal retirement age, he was laid off after the factory came under French ownership. Since then, Michał has run his own home decorating business, drawing on resources from his past: his decorative skills and his connections, often with former party members and police, who advertise his services among themselves. Nonetheless, the family’s financial security rests on his wife, who successfully transitioned from receptionist to sales manager at the same tobacco factory. Although some women, due to their greater flexibility and determination, adapted more successfully than men to the capitalist job market, which often produced resentment in their male partners, Michał did not mention any tension between him and his wife.

There are two interesting layers to this interview. One is Michał’s view of both economic systems he lived and worked in. Contrary to many stories, the way Michał describes the factory—and life under communism more generally—is far from nostalgic. Unlike others, he emphasized low wages, poor organization, drunkenness, and theft. Yet, his view of the post-1990 period is equally bitter. Here he turns to Darwinian logic, namely the survival of the fittest, to explain how the world is organized. He noted:


I have worked for illusions and I’m fed up with it. As a party comrade, as a gig organizer, as a graphic designer: all for illusions…. I can’t openly admit it without spitting on myself, so let me put it this way: they all kept stealing. Socialism would be great, if people were honest. That’s impossible. Capitalism is built on one solid principle: on the recognition, on the axiom, that greed is the basic human trait. One always rakes toward, never away, from oneself.28



Despite the disconnect between expectations and reality, the other interesting—and astonishing—layer of Michał’s narrative is that he describes his life as a success story. He does so by stressing that he and his wife made the “right choices” in the past. This was most visible when he described the way they raised their two daughters, namely to encourage their financial independence: “The most important thing in life we managed to do is that we brought up our children in such a way they now do not need anything from me; from us.” (At the time of the interview, one of his daughters ran a firm with her husband in Poznań and had worked as an accountant in a Danish firm; the other obtained her PhD in geophysics and combined her salary with that of her husband, an IT manager at an American firm in Warsaw.) Michał is proud that he convinced his daughters to acquire languages and higher education in science. “We kept saying: do not repeat your parents’ mistakes; learn mathematics. No one is going to rewrite mathematics for you, as they did history, literature and all that.”

Michał also measures his family’s success by the fact that his daughters did not need to emigrate for economic reasons: “And anyway, you know, it’s bloody important. At my age, in my circle I can say: my children are in Poland; my grandchildren are in Poland.” He makes this a key point in his interview when comparing his relative success to that of his neighbor, a retired militia officer: “And from six to four he got his parking lot security job, good luck to him…. But he visits his grandson somewhere in Germany…. and for me it is not more than three hours along the highway to Poznan; and I’ve got the other grandson in Warsaw.”

Michał’s life trajectory encompasses both aspects of the transformation: “from above,” which forced him out of his main workplace, and “from below,” namely the ability to use his skills under capitalism. It is also the story of the gradual collapse of two patrons—Lenin and Ford. Michał speaks of the lost illusions of communist ideology and the downsizing of industry that cost him a job. Yet, despite his loss of faith in ideology, he nonetheless draws on competencies he acquired during socialism: skill, networks, drive, and adaptability. His children’s stories, meanwhile, serve to normalize his biography in a society that publicly nurses the myths of Solidarity and silences those of former communists. In this way, Michał’s recollections fill in the gap left by the official politics of history.




Conclusions


As the personal, postindustrial narratives discussed in this chapter demonstrate, attempts at historicizing the transformation must be attentive to longer socioeconomic changes, rather than identifying 1989 as a decisive breakthrough. Those shifts have different, sometimes overlapping, temporalities than political ones do, and an analysis of them should account for differences across sectors and professions. This chapter highlighted the life stories of engineers, for whom encounters with the global economy started in the 1970s. Moreover, by analyzing factory managers’ perceptions of mass redundancies, as well as the narrative of a former Communist Party member, the chapter demonstrated how broadening our perspective and incorporating diverse memories—with their varied agencies and trajectories—can provide a more complex, albeit at times conflicting, history of socialism and postsocialism. Such an agonistic approach, which advocates illuminating controversies and tensions in the perception of past events and articulating unknown, silenced, or repressed stories, is particularly needed in the public spaces of Eastern Europe, which are still characterized by anticommunist, and thus oversimplified, interpretations of recent history.
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2 How Foreigners Destroyed Our Factory

Repressed Memories of a Czech Flagship Sugar Plant 1


OndŘej KlÍPa

“I know the youngsters here all vote for Okamura out of spite,” said Jaroslav, one of the longest-serving (former) workers of a sugar plant in the East Bohemian town of Hrochův Týnec.2 Jaroslav was referring to Tomio Okamura, a politician of Czech-Japanese-Korean descent and the leader of a Czech far-right nationalist movement that received almost 10 percent of the vote in the 2021 parliamentary elections. It is hard to say whether Jaroslav is right since Okamura’s party did not score above the national average in Hrochův Týnec and the nearby municipalities. Nevertheless, at least some of the locals—old and young alike—still believe they have a reason for grievance against broadly defined “foreigners.”

In this chapter I analyze the nexus between deindustrialization, transnational capital, and nationalist populism in postsocialist Czechia. I draw on archival materials related to the sugar plant’s operation during socialism, media reports, government documents, and six in-depth interviews I conducted with former plant employees (both women and men of various ages). My approach is influenced by Eszter Bartha, who analyzed the changing position of workers in postcommunist East Germany and Hungary from their perspective. In the Hungarian case, declining industrial sectors, disrupted working communities, and the economic vulnerability of individual employees led to a growth in the popularity of ethnocentric political radicalism that “seemed to offer the only means to express social criticism.”3 By examining Euroskeptic, nationalist, and anti-elite sentiment among Czech workers who, unlike Bartha’s Hungarian narrators, did not suffer economic hardship and whose industrial branch successfully survived postcommunist transformation, I highlight the noneconomic factors shaping workers’ political attitudes. In particular, I am concerned with the disintegration of their professional identities and the exclusion of their specific community of memory, or, as Eviatar Zerubavel puts it, their “mnemonic community,” from the dominant historical narrative.4 The repression of the workers’ collective memory may help explain why the sugar plant—built explicitly to showcase socialist internationalism in the economic sphere, and especially Czechoslovak-Polish friendship—so easily became a hotbed of xenophobia and anti-European nationalism.



The Disaster


From 1969 to 2008, the town of Hrochův Týnec, home today to some 2,100 inhabitants, was the site of the last sugar plant in Bohemia. In 1970, construction on its “twin” plant was completed in Moravia. Both plants were built as “turnkey projects” (constructed as completed products) by Polish construction companies. The Poles not only provided the necessary equipment and machinery, but also furnished construction materials, including sand and cement. Out of fifty Czech sugar plants, these two were the most expansive and remained so into the 1990s, when large-scale privatization began changing the trajectories of state-owned enterprises. This included the plant in Hrochův Týnec, which was purchased three times after 1989, the last owner being a French-British company—Eastern Sugar.5 While under the ownership of Cukrspol, the plant reached its highest production rate (in 2001); since the plant’s acquisition by Eastern Sugar production rates have plummeted.6 According to the plant’s former employees, the French-British owner made immediate changes to the managerial style, treating workers as anonymous and expendable items—in contrast to the previous owner—and launched intensive cost-cutting measures. To demonstrate their worth, workers were required to pass a series of cognitive tests. As Karel, one of the employees, explained: “There was a picture of a transmission with four gears, and we had to point in the direction the vehicle would move when the gears were rotated. That was not difficult for me at all, but I was fired anyway because my position was simply cancelled. Many of our female colleagues had trouble with the task despite being good at their jobs. The tests contained nothing about making sugar!”7

The plant’s doom, however, was sealed by much more radical decisions in the following years. By coincidence, soon after the Czech Republic and other postcommunist states entered the European Union (EU) in 2004, Brussels (the EU “capital”) was forced to reform its sugar policy, which had been in place for about forty years. Increased sugar production in developing countries, especially Brazil and India, had put the commodity’s global prices under pressure. As such, the EU’s import tariffs and subsidies for local producers faced growing criticism from the World Trade Organization (WTO), which regarded EU policy as discriminatory toward poorer members. As a result, in mid-2006, the EU began subsidizing Europe’s sugar production, though even before the reform all member states had been given national quotas limiting the amount of sugar they could produce. Later, however, the EU announced its aim to cut overall sugar production by at least five million tons by 2010. As an incentive, every company that chose to stop production and hand its share of the national quota over to Brussels was eligible for financial compensation from EU funds (730 euros per ton of sugar).8

Eastern Sugar was the only sugar plant owner in the Czech Republic that chose to cease production.9 As all former employees noted with marked bitterness, the transnational company opted to shut down its (recently acquired) assets, but only “in the East” (i.e., its three Czech plants, a plant in Slovakia, and one in Hungary). Notably, factories in the company’s home countries of the UK and France were not affected.10 Moreover, the company sought the highest EU compensation possible, which required leveling the entire factory (and removing all underground installations) to ensure production could not resume in the future. Undeterred by employee protests and despite the best efforts of a handful of Czech civil servants and politicians, the factory was demolished in 2008.11 In exchange for surrendering the production quota for its three Czech plants (102,000 tons per year), Eastern Sugar received some 60 million euros.

At the end of 2006, to commemorate the factory’s final processed crop, the managerial staff and rank and file employees came together for a symbolic “funeral.” Accompanied by a brass band, they marched with an allegorical coffin (a large, modified sugar bag) to an “altar” that had been erected in front of the factory’s main entrance and decorated with flower wreaths, candles, and an “obituary.” The text read: “Betrayed by foreign owners, discriminated against by EU policy, abandoned by money-grubbers in Brussels and Prague, I was fatally shot by the invisible hand of the market. I died after almost 40 years of hard, sweet labour.” And so, after 137 years (the town’s first sugar plant had been built in 1871 and was demolished in 1982), Hrochův Týnec lost its characteristic skyline with sugar-plant chimney.

Yet, not only were locals deprived of a visual symbol of their town, they were also robbed of the centerpiece of their social life. During socialism, the plant had employed about 380 full-time workers, numbers that increased during the fall sugar campaigns by another 500 temporary laborers. Most of the core workforce, as well as many of the “campaign workers” (usually pensioners), were from Hrochův Týnec or the nearby village of Čaňkovice. It is therefore hardly an exaggeration to say that nearly every adult from both communities worked in the refinery or had a neighbor or family member who worked there. Petr, a resident of Čaňkovice and one of the last employees to retire from the factory, recalled in an interview: “Almost the entire village met there every day. Now we miss that because there’s no other place where we can all see each other, have a chat, and hear about what’s new from the neighbors.” Indeed, my respondents repeatedly mentioned that all the refinery’s staff was “like one big family.” As Daphne Berdahl wrote about former East Germany, “The workplace was not only the center of everyday sociality, it was a symbolic space of community and national belonging.”12 Likewise, the sugar plant in Hrochův Týnec served in many capacities long after 1989, from providing welfare entitlements (subsidized housing, collective vacations, summer camps for children, etc.) to organizing leisure activities, sports teams, and events for its community of workers.13

The demolition of this immense, relatively new factory, along with two smaller sugar refineries in 2008, attracted a fair amount of national media attention. Pictures of the demolition can still be found online, often accompanied by comments from angry readers and interviews complaining about global capital and corrupt politicians “in Prague,” “foreigners” (sometimes identified as the “French”), Brussels, and the EU in general.14 In a newspaper article entitled “French goodbye. Adieu, sucrerie Hrochův Týnec” an anonymous reader commented: “‘The Big Václav’ [meaning the former Euroskeptic Czech president Václav Klaus] and I did not want into the EU. We suspected that this is going to be just another COMECON. The only difference now is that everything is no longer ordered behind the scenes, but ‘democratically.’ The EU will soon wipe us out with its goods.”15 Although it is not clear if this and similar comments were made by the former factory workers, the sense of being subject to decisions made “about us, without us” was quite palpable in my interviews as well.

In many ways, this story resembles that of the blue-collar workers in postsocialist (East) Germany and Hungary analyzed by Bartha. Each of the groups she studied—both Germans and Hungarians—“recalled the collegiality and intensive community life under socialism with a sense of loss.”16 But only in the Hungarian case were the “workers susceptible to nationalistic-populist ‘catchwords’ which operate with a concrete enemy picture: ‘foreign,’ ‘exploiting capital,’ ‘multinational enterprises,’ which ‘take the profit out of the country,’ etc.”17 As Jan Veleba, former president of the Agricultural Chamber of the Czech Republic, stated at a debate in the Czech Senate in March 2007: “[The decision to close the Hrochův Týnec sugar plant] is the first practical and visible example illustrating at whose expense common agricultural policy reform will be conducted. At the expense of new [EU member] countries because sugar production is restricted [only] in the Czech Republic, Slovakia, and Hungary.”18 Thus, many former workers in Hrochův Týnec, as well as likeminded people who backed them in public debates, may have believed that “corrupt” political elites “sold the country to foreign interests.”19 As Jaroslav bluntly put it, “You know what? Fu**ing Praguers! I know you come from Prague … don’t take it personally. But they cheated us and had been plotting to for a long time. [A Czech] minister came down to meet us, he had his coffee and then left as quickly as he could. No one asked the [workers] what they thought. No one was interested in our opinion.”




The Golden Parachute


An important element of Bartha’s argument about the rise of nationalism among blue-collar workers is missing in the Czech case. She observed that typically the nationalist-populist “longing for a strong state, order, and an autocratic government” is confused with the “vision of greater social and material equality.”20 Bartha draws on the works of Don Kalb and Gábor Halmai who contend that “right-wing populism offers a panacea for the insecurity of the world and the everyday struggle to make a decent living.”21 These economic concerns seem less important for the Czech sugar plant workers, however.

In 2007, when most workers in Hrochův Týnec were dismissed, the factory employed only 150, and over 70 percent of the redundant workforce found other work immediately—an unusual success story in the context of economic transformation in the Czech Republic and Eastern Europe more generally.22 Unlike other discharged employees in the region, the workers in Hrochův Týnec were relatively well positioned as they possessed experience and skill, ensuring their smooth transition to another sugar plant or in other nearby factories. In addition, thanks to a favorably negotiated collective agreement, all workers were compensated with eleven to sixteen monthly salaries, a rather extraordinary move for a private company in the Czech Republic. This enabled some to set up small businesses (one of my respondents opened a little pub) or to enter early retirement.23 A substantial severance pay—as a share of the total sum paid to Eastern Sugar—was also provided to the local sugar beet producers who lost their primary customers. Unlike their colleagues in Slovakia and Hungary, who received 20 percent and 27 percent respectively, the Czech government negotiated 30 percent for all Eastern Sugar’s local producers. Although Eastern Sugar’s decision to close and bulldoze the plant was unexpected and “contrary to accepted principles of morality,” as Czech deputy minister of agriculture Stanislav Kozák put it, in purely economic terms the story of Hrochův Týnec does not conform to the early 1990s scenario of plundering capitalists (mostly homeland business tycoons) that simply do not care.24

Surprisingly, in economic terms the entire sugar industry was doing well, too, though the number of factories was small and the staff continued to dwindle. The other two major sugar plant owners in the Czech Republic (Austrian and French-German companies) continued modernizing their equipment and entered the period following 2017, when the EU’s sugar policy was (once again) deregulated and fully liberalized, in a highly competitive climate. Right after deregulation (the campaign of 2017–2018), Czech sugar production reached its highest rate since 1965. But whereas back then there had been seventy-six sugar plants, in 2017 there were only seven. The largest Czech sugar refinery can currently process almost four times as many sugar beets per day as the factory in Hrochův Týnec could after it was put into operation.25




No Sentiments for the Factory


What frustration then, if not purely economic, could have produced such xenophobic and antiestablishment sentiments in the population some thirteen years after the plant’s demolition? Before answering this question, it is important to discuss the striking lack of nostalgia—as a sentiment of loss and displacement—in interviews with former factory workers. In Bartha’s Hungarian interviews, “the narrators always contrasted the ‘glorious old times’ with the reality of today.”26 My narrators were careful not to mention any pre-1989 “golden age” or celebrate the era of state socialism in any respect. Their stance was closer to that of the East German workers who, in Bartha’s words, refused “the narrative of decline” and who “sought to give an objective and depersonalized account of their factory’s transition from planned economy to integration into the global capitalist system, refusing to be ‘nostalgic’ about the paternalistic enterprise.”27 But, unlike Bartha’s East German respondents who were generally happy with their employer’s postsocialist development, the workers in Hrochův Týnec experienced traumatizing treatment at the hands of the transnational company, against which they actively protested despite the generous payoff.

And yet, the workers I interviewed and whose interviews I read in the media insist they do not mourn the factory. I asked Petr, a former worker, whether he would have preferred to preserve some of the emblematic elements of the plant (the chimney, the sugar silo) over its total destruction. He fiercely refused. Instead of feeling sentimental, he, as well as the other respondents, maintained that their objection to the refinery’s complete demolition was rooted wholly in economic and pragmatic arguments, namely that the facilities should have been used for other, profitable businesses. Nor did they hesitate to underline that the plant had been modernized by their private owners, including Eastern Sugar, quite recently. In addition to significantly renovating and expanding the factory in 1995 (building a new sugar silo, the most visible object on the skyline aside from the chimney) and again in 1998 (in commemoration of its thirtieth anniversary), the owners constantly upgraded equipment until shortly before the plant was shut down. “Everything inside was stainless steel and shiny,” Jaroslav recalled. Thus, to many the demolition looked like a blatantly wasted investment.

Economic “common sense” arguments were also raised within the broader context of “national interests.” For instance, my respondents expressed concern that by closing its three Czech refineries Eastern Sugar would make the Czech Republic a net sugar importer.28 That argument was presented both as a humiliation of the national tradition of sugar production (especially in the interwar period as it played a crucial role for the nascent Czechoslovak state, whose share in European sugar export was 57 percent) and as an economic risk due to the volatility of the commodity’s price on the world market.29 Additionally, former plant workers asserted that, in comparison with “Western Europe,” their factory had manufactured sugar at a fraction of the cost, and their region offered much more suitable natural conditions for growing sugar beets (soil fertility). In sum, the demolition of their sugar plant was presented primarily as economic nonsense.

In his emotional and nostalgic memoirs of a different sugar plant that had been demolished in the Czech town of Mnichovo Hradiště, Jan Hozák of the National Technical Museum in Prague repeatedly proclaimed, “It is surely very strange to cling to an old factory,” which is, in reality, “quite an ugly object.” Yet he closes his article poetically, asking readers to allow him to express how much he misses the old sugar plant.30 Former workers in Hrochův Týnec are far more reluctant to show emotional ties to their factory. Whereas Hozák mourned a 130-year-old building erected during a legendary era when Czech industry was blossoming, the factory in Hrochův Týnec was “too young,” with none of the red bricks or architectural aesthetic of Gründerzeit capitalism.31

A book cataloguing a “lost Czech industrial heritage” provides another telling example of this. Published in 2009 and entitled What We Have Torn Down, the book carefully documents many cases where industrial objects were bulldozed to the ground. Among other things, it points a finger at the widespread public ignorance of the post-1989 neoliberal era.32 Although the book lists the dismantling of two of Eastern Sugar’s smaller and more historic refineries, the case of the plant in Hrochův Týnec, broadly covered by the media, is completely left out. Without any delimitation of the timespan in focus, the authors tacitly assert that objects built during state socialism are simply not worthy of being called the nation’s “industrial heritage.” It seems the “boring” grey concrete, of which most of the late state socialist factories are built, intersects with the stereotype of post-1968 communist Czechoslovakia as one of the least popular periods in the mainstream historical narrative.




No Nostalgia for the Communist Past


It is arguable that many former sugar plant workers do not want to be associated with “communist times” at all, though their symbolic social status (not necessarily corresponding to material wealth) back then was far higher than it is today. Although sugar production did not enjoy as much of the political spotlight as heavy industry, it was an important sector with easily quantifiable—and thus demonstrable—output. In the period of “real existing socialism” in the 1970s and 1980s, increased production of “white gold” (a notorious cliché coined for sugar in the interwar period and later used excessively in communist media) served as one of the regime’s legitimizing tools.

The Hrochův Týnec sugar plant was in a position clearly far ahead of other factories in the sector. At the time of the communist takeover in 1948, there were about 90 sugar refineries in Czechoslovakia. By 1989, only four new ones had been erected: one in the 1950s and three more in the following decade. Of those, one was in Slovakia while the two Polish-built factories were located in Moravia and Bohemia. Not only were they unprecedently large—Hrochův Týnec alone replaced six local factories—but they were highly advanced, the latter two in particular. Specialized Polish companies had recently acquired a wealth of experience building similar sugar plants in China, Spain, Yugoslavia, Egypt, Iraq, Morocco, Turkey, Sweden, and Korea, and had become decidedly competitive in both East and West.33 Indeed, the next generation of technology did not enter Czech sugar manufacturing until the post-1989 “capitalist era.” During the aforementioned Senate debate on the fate of the Hrochův Týnec sugar plant, Deputy Minister Stanislav Kozák argued against the factory’s demolition, contending: “[The sugar plant] was equipped with state-of-the-art technology. It was the most modern factory of its kind before privatization.”34 A symbolic “seal of quality” and proof of the refinery’s national import was made by an official visit of Communist Party secretary-general (and later Czechoslovak president) Gustáv Husák to Hrochův Týnec in 1972, soon after the plant’s opening. Yet, though the tiny town has never since been honored by such a prominent and high-ranking visitor, my narrators did not appear to yearn for it. On the contrary, when recounting the dismal fate of their sugar plant, they entirely failed to mention anything about its “glorious” past under state socialism.

I have spent the last few years collecting dozens of photographs that document the history of the refinery from its construction to its final bulldozing. When I showed them to my narrators, most of whom had never seen any of the images before, the “ice” between stranger and local cracked, and I witnessed a flood of fond memories and powerful emotions that bound the narrators to every aspect of the bygone factory, including—and perhaps most of all—to its older period. This was one of the occasions when the struggle to harmonize one’s own personal experience with the demands of professional identity and honor came vividly into focus. On the one hand, the former factory workers remember both the “happy times” they enjoyed during state socialism or, more precisely, in the “pre-Eastern Sugar” period, as well as the dismal end of their factory in the era of global capitalism.35 On the other hand, their identity as proud sugar makers (often going back generations) compels them to acknowledge and celebrate the wonders of Czech sugar production today, despite the increasing redundancy of its laborers. This paradox was palpable in Milan’s remarks about the sugar plant he now works in. He spoke with a sense of both pride and sorrow for the fading future of sugar makers: “Everything there is automatic, it’s all been digitized, we have the best computers…. What used to take ten people to do can now be done by one!”

It is illustrative that the only narrator who freely shared with me her outright nostalgic and—as the factory workers together with the aforementioned Mr. Hozák might call it—“irrational” emotions for the factory was a woman who did not work in the sugar plant at all. She recalled missing certain sweet smells, the night lights, and the characteristic, ever-present hum of the plant in action, which created sensory scenes for most of her life.




The Stigma of “Normalization”


Undoubtedly, it will always be difficult to reconcile one’s own traumatized professional experience with positive developments in that profession or industry. However, it is even harder in present-day Czech society for those who lived their happiest years during late socialism. Stanislav Holubec analyzed how Czech media outlets in the 1990s portrayed the final two decades under state socialism, or “normalization” as it is often called. All that was perceived by the communist authorities as successful was questioned by the post-1989 media and depicted as a fraud. Indeed, it was impossible to accept that anything of genuine value could have been produced under the mantle of normalization, let alone with direct assistance from the regime.36 Although the situation nowadays is more nuanced, especially with regard to partly rehabilitated Czechoslovak normalization-era architecture and design, industry under state socialism is still burdened with fairly negative associations, and it is considered by many to be ugly, wasteful, inefficient, and detrimental to the environment.37 This last complaint in particular, which was frequently expressed by dissident circles in the 1980s and, unsurprisingly, highlighted by the media in the 1990s, received a new impetus in the twenty-first century.38 While an earlier generation protested air and soil pollution from pesticides and chemicals, nowadays the greatest outcry is against climate change caused by greenhouse gas emissions. In popular opinion, both are caused by the factories erected during late socialism. And indeed, Czech brown coal power plants belong to some of Europe’s largest carbon dioxide producers and are at the center of heated public debates.

Thus, the former factory workers from Hrochův Týnec may feel they could be “compromised” by their role in normalization and the portrayal of that period in the dominant collective memory. Moreover, for both my narrators and the Hungarian workers in Bartha’s study, “decent work, skills and diligence used to be central to the construction of their identity.”39 Yet the significant features ascribed to the period of normalization are at odds with the values of the “diligent professional.” Therefore, to express overt nostalgia means to admit one has failed to keep up with the modern world and enjoy its prosperity. As Bartha notes, the “winners” of the postcommunist transition exert immense pressure. The blue-collar industrial workers of state socialism were identified “with the failed regime as neoliberal economists increasingly saw them as ‘unfit’ for training, competition, and integration into the capitalist market economy.”40 But the former employees from Hrochův Týnec do not want to be seen as “losers,” “remnants of the past,” or “scrap labor.” Quite the contrary, it seems they wish to be part of the future-oriented “success story” that dates back to their precommunist local (and family) sugar-making tradition. After all, unlike the Hungarian laborers, most of them never suffered economically.

Solid financial compensation for the jobs they lost, combined with the dominant historical narrative regarding normalization, make it quite difficult for workers from Hrochův Týnec to defend any “alternative” over the current liberal-capitalist regime. Yet their frustration has not vanished. After their heyday of fame and glory, the workers experienced declining public respect and recognition for their profession, ironically despite their industry’s growth. This fall from grace was capped with the humiliating destruction of their factory, a symbol of the workers’ identity and professional honor. It is unsurprising, therefore, that, similar to their Hungarian colleagues, at least some of the workers believed the culprit to be vaguely defined “foreigners” or “Brussels” (and, to some extent “Prague”). Unlike Hungarian laborers, however, a nostalgic longing for the “golden days” is lacking or perhaps intentionally downplayed.




Forgotten Foreigners


Aside from the fact that systematically marginalizing certain collective memories can deepen the deprivation of the “mnemonic community” in focus, it also discourages more nuanced voices from taking part in public debate regarding normalization-era industrial development in general. In the case of the sugar plant in Hrochův Týnec, lesser-known but important facts could have shed additional light on that theme. For instance, I did not discover a single comment (not to mention analysis) in the media or in any of my interviews that would place the refinery in a broader historical and political context. It should be noted that it was the communists who, in building the new plant, resurrected the local sugar production industry, which had been “in the red” since the 1920s—long before the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia ever took power.41 Indeed, a critical debate, without oversimplified labels, on the sugar plant’s “communist” past would also mean acknowledging the share of Western cutting-edge technology in its arsenal of equipment. As archival sources reveal, the plant was literally stuffed with “capitalist” machinery—from Austria, Italy, Britain, France, and Denmark, to mention a few—or machinery made under Western licenses.42

Moreover, silencing the “subversive” memory in the studied case means wiping out the role of the Polish construction workers who built the refinery. When the plant’s workers wrote their “obituary” commemorating all the important events in the life of the factory, the Poles were not mentioned. And I have found no mention of the Poles in subsequent media comments on the matter either. If anything, they appear only as a brief footnote (“built by a Polish company”). In my interviews, the Polish builders were acknowledged—usually without further details—only when I asked about them directly.

Yet, they played a much larger role than just “the people who built a plant to repay Polish bilateral trade debt,” as Miroslav, another of my narrators, put it. It is well documented in archival materials that building the Hrochův Týnec plant opened a completely new chapter in Czechoslovak–Polish cooperation. The Czechs were particularly impressed with the speed and discipline of the Polish workers. One of the opening pages of the plant’s chronicle, which was kept by the staff themselves from the laying of the cornerstone up until the year 2000, reads: “The Poles take full advantage of their working time to maximize their performance, and it is their habitual discipline and obedience to their supervisors which helps them to achieve it. There is no answering back, and they would never dream of not fulfilling an order.”43 A few days after construction was completed and the plant was handed over to Czechoslovak personnel, a Czech journalist described the tremendous speed with which the Poles worked in undisguised astonishment. “It is like something straight out of a fairy tale,” he wrote, comparing the two years it took Polish construction workers to build Hrochův Týnec with the five years it took Czechoslovak companies to erect a sugar refinery of equal proportions in the Slovak town of Dunajská Streda.44 When Hrochův Týnec’s twin plant in Hrušovany was finished by the Poles shortly thereafter, the director of the national enterprise to which the new plant belonged declared, in farewell to the Polish crew, that “the speed of construction is without precedent in the sugar production industry” and that the plant had been built in “record-breaking time.”45

The reason for such “miraculous” performance by the Poles was simple. Polish companies in Czechoslovakia operated on de facto market conditions. Warsaw had negotiated a “market” price for the project, but it had to be completed on time. Had the construction been prolonged, serious financial penalties would have been imposed. Warsaw, therefore, was compelled to prioritize all the supplies for the foreign project over its own domestic construction plans in order to meet the deadline. Because the Polish construction firms (under the umbrella of companies like CEKOP and later Budimex) specialized in building complete turnkey industrial compounds abroad and were already very experienced in both “capitalist” and “socialist” environments, they had no difficulties fulfilling their obligations in Hrochův Týnec.

Since the Hrochův Týnec sugar plant was Czechoslovakia’s first experience with a large turnkey industrial project carried out by a foreign company and also very successful, the Poles got the green light for similar commissions. They soon became essential builders on the most expensive industrial project in Czechoslovakia—the new energy grid powered nearly exclusively by brown coal power plants. By 1980, Polish firms had already completed about 100 huge industrial turnkey projects in Czechoslovakia such as chemical plants, glass factories, paper mills, cooling plants, ironworks, and so on.46 To the satisfaction of both countries, Czechoslovakia became the world’s largest importer of Polish construction services. It was undoubtedly the most intensive and fruitful long-term partnership between the two states in the modern era, and it all started in the nearly forgotten, and now defunct, factory in Hrochův Týnec.

Furthermore, the Poles in Hrochův Týnec had a profound impact on the life of the sleepy town. At the peak of construction, there were around 2,500 Polish workers living there, more than doubling the local population. As is revealed by the plant’s chronicle, many of the workers were housed by local families, even contributing to the household budget.47 They made friends and some even married local Czechs. And they remained in contact long after construction was complete, coming for maintenance visits, swapping company timeshares, and visiting the families they once boarded with. No wonder that in 1995, several years after the transition, the sugar plant’s management asked the same Polish company (Chemadex Warsaw) to construct their new sugar silo. Given the significance of the Polish-built sugar plant for both the local community and the Czechoslovak state, it is quite understandable that the communist government named it “the plant of Polish–Czechoslovak friendship.”

The near complete erasure of this international partnership from how the plant is remembered today may also be partly due to the emphasis placed on this relationship under socialism. Similar to how the former factory workers are ashamed to be associated with the previous “backwater” regime, they do not want to subscribe to any of its discredited ideas, including socialist internationalism or—in the vernacular of many Slavic languages—“druzhba” (meaning “friendship”).48 On January 25, 1990, in one of his first international speeches, Czechoslovak president Václav Havel addressed the Polish Parliament thus: “‘Druzhba’—the formal, top-down, orchestrated, false friendship of the Warsaw Pact and COMECON–is departing along with its totalitarian systems.”49

However, it was primarily the experience of the brutal destruction of the sugar plant that engendered the perception of “foreigners” as predators and annihilators among former plant workers and other like-minded people. Polish builders simply do not fit into such an image. One can only wonder, then, whether highlighting the Poles in public discourse, without whom the factory never would have existed, would challenge the prevailing nationalist perception. Would it then make it more difficult to “vote for Okamura,” the frontman of Czech xenophobic populists?




Conclusion


With respect to (dis)continuity, a key theme of this volume, my case portrays friction between continuity of the studied industrial sector on one hand and rupture experienced in the “microhistory” of a factory and the professional lives of its workers on the other. However, from the perspective of the workers, the rupture does not accord with conventional historical periodization. Specific temporal benchmarks—underlining the advent of the new factory owner (Eastern Sugar) in 2001 over the regime change in 1989—reveal how the experience of rank-and-file workers might differ from the nation’s “elite” temporal perception.

Moreover, the aloofness of those who rule/own “us” (workers) is another element that, in the eyes of the sugar plant workers, clearly connects the periods of “real existing postsocialism” with its socialist predecessor. Whereas the principle “about us, without us” was inherent in the authoritarian nature of the latter, the ignorance and disdain of the former comes from the belief that “money is the answer for everything.”

While it is certainly praiseworthy that the sugar plant’s final owner—and its bearer of doom—compensated the workers financially, it was surely not enough to alleviate the resentment caused by the inevitable downfall of their professional status or the stigma of being “scrap labor” and the “losers” of capitalism.50 It seems they yearn neither for the media attention and flashy honors, nor for the presidential visits in black limousines. Rather, they yearn for more responsible and considerate handling of the fundamentals that bind workers to their industrial tradition and anchor them in their professional identity. Likewise, opening up the hegemonic narrative (in the media, public history institutions, by local authorities, etc.) of the late state socialist regime to a critical discussion devoid of ideology might be another remedy. Otherwise, the former factory workers of Hrochův Týnec—and others like them—will never be able to freely express their understandable “feeling of loss and displacement” without being accused of supporting an “evil” regime, and the role of the Polish builders—“the other foreigners”—in the story of the sugar plant will remain forgotten.
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3 From Risk To Risky

Hungary’s Second Economy and Its Transition to the Market after 1989


Annina Gagyiova

Compared to most states in the Eastern Bloc, Hungary embraced far-reaching economic reforms at the beginning of the 1980s, introducing market elements into the socialist economy. A central component of this process was the legalization of individual economic activity outside the state sector and within the so-called “second economy.” As a result, the number of high-quality shops and services expanded, and consumers had access to boutique clothing stores, ice cream parlors, computer software, and taxi services. Legalization of private economic activity enabled the regime to deal with supply problems, which had become endemic to the planned economy, as well as satisfy—at least to some extent—consumer demand. However, the systemic ruptures that occurred in 1989, when Hungary transitioned to a liberal economy, significantly affected the second economy. Private shop owners and service providers, who previously had little or no competition, were now faced with harsh neoliberal measures and the influx of multinationals into the country.

This chapter examines how entrepreneurs, specifically small shop owners, transitioned from the state socialist command economy to a market economy. It focuses on their expectations and realities, highlighting the challenges they experienced under postsocialism. Employing an everyday life approach, I draw on oral history interviews and socialist and Western media, including documentary films.1 Consumer and (small-scale) business practices serve as rich sites for illuminating the ruptures and continuities between socialism and postsocialism, and for problematizing the notion of 1989 as a caesura. As Márk Áron Éber has claimed, “regime change in Hungary is not a shift between two universally definable distinct systems of ‘socialism’ and ‘capitalism,’but part of a long-term historical process in which social relations in Hungary are embedded in the processes of the modern capitalist world system and are an integral part of it. Neither the characteristics of capitalist modernisation prior to socialism nor the socialist period and post-socialist development can be understood without placing these elements in the context of the wider system.”2 Accordingly, postsocialism cannot be understood without acknowledging the legacies of socialism. By analyzing the tensions between ordinary Hungarians’ expectations and realities, I demonstrate that history does not travel in one direction toward some “end of history.” Instead, the transformation to democracy and market capitalism was a bumpy and sometimes arduous journey, characterized by starts and stops and advances and retreats.



Privatizing The Planned Economy


Due to hikes in oil prices during the 1970s, Hungary’s economy, like many others, faced serious challenges. To avert defaulting on its debt, Hungary joined the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank in 1982, enabling it to take out loans, though at the cost of implementing austerity measures.3 In the context of mounting crisis at the beginning of the 1980s, reform economists also pushed for an expansion of the private sector, introducing two distinct employment cultures into socialist society.4 Dubbed “the second economy,” this was the most groundbreaking economic policy since the New Economic Mechanism (NEM) of 1968, when Hungary instituted “goulash communism,” blending planned and market economy elements.5 According to sociologist Endre Sík, the second economy was “perhaps the most important economic policy of the Kádárist experiment,” facilitating economic activity beyond the state framework.6 While presented as an opportunity to improve one’s economic situation, the very need for a second economy underscored the command economy’s failure to respond to increasingly diverse and sophisticated consumer demands; in essence, the Hungarian state’s inability to fulfil its central promise of improving living standards, or as Judit Bodnár puts it, “provisioning responsibility.”

The legalization of the informal sector led to an increase in the already sizable number of private entrepreneurs, composed mainly of small-scale traders, artisans, and service providers. These self-employed workers were referred to as maszek in everyday parlance, an abbreviation of magánszektor (private sector), which comedian Dezső Kellér coined in the 1950s. Based on mostly positive consumer experiences, the term also came to mean something “extraordinary” or “first class.” Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, the number of maszeks remained stable at around 80,000 to 100,000.7 While maszeks worked primarily in the private sector, the majority of Hungarian workers combined low-income jobs in the first economy—which were tied to social welfare entitlements—with consumer-oriented jobs in the second economy. Hungarians largely welcomed the possibility of working in the private sector as the additional income could offset price hikes and help them maintain—or even enhance—their quality of life.8 The story of Gizella Szabó, who worked in the Gobelin Cooperative in Budapest for thirty years, illustrates well the economic opportunities available to ordinary Hungarians from 1980 onward. Szabó chose to work an additional twenty hours a week, increasing her overall income to 9,000 forints—a quarter more than the average skilled industrial worker earned at the time. With these extra earnings, Szabó was able to purchase the small holiday cottage she had always dreamed of. Unsurprisingly, she expressed support for the state’s integration of market incentives into the planned economy:


Life is better in Hungary than in other socialist countries. The shops are full, and we can afford to go shopping in them because we have the chance to work hard and earn it. In Hungary, the difference is that nobody is doomed to be poor. That is because everybody who is willing can work hard and make more money. If someone is poor, it’s the person’s own fault.9



While diligence was a feature of socialist economies as well, in this case it is the result of individual initiative, rather than state directive. Thus, it was no longer the paternalistic state that ensured the “socialist good life,” but rather individuals who took advantage of the possibilities provided by the state. The connection between individual initiative and personal enrichment reflected the logic of the market economy. Accordingly, participants in Hungary’s second economy experienced market-like conditions before 1989 and, therefore, should have been well equipped (with respect to social, cultural, and economic capital) to navigate the challenges of the postsocialist transformation. While most countries in the region had more catching up to do, Poland, where limited privatization was already underway during the late 1970s, shared similar features with Hungary.10

As unemployment remained practically nonexistent in Hungary until the 1980s, secure workplaces in the first economy provided a social and economic safety net unknown to market societies. Indeed, engagements in the first and second economy provided great benefits to workers without the risk of losing one’s first job and being wholly dependent on market conditions.11 As Judit Bodnár wrote: “The lukewarm context of this low-risk economy, a moderate entrepreneurialism saturated by the petit bourgeois spirit of security so characteristic of the Kádár era, seemed to hold out a unique opportunity.”12

While this was true for the entire socialist workforce in Hungary, entrepreneurs solely engaged in the second economy experienced slightly different challenges: establishing one’s own firm was more capital-intensive and required a range of skills to navigate the low-risk market sphere. This comprised an array of different areas, including computer software development, repair services, construction, tourist accommodation, taxi services, restaurants, and boutiques—to name some of the most important ones.13 Emőke (born in 1945) was representative of this entrepreneurial stratum in socialist Hungary.14 A divorced mother of two who entered the florist business after completing high school and studies at a technical university, Emőke was drawn to the second economy for the promise of increased earning potential. Thus, in 1978, after years of working for a state florist, she decided to become a maszek, opening a flower shop in front of the Cinkotai cemetery in Budapest. At the time, Emőke was the only florist there, but that changed two years later when one state store and two maszek stores opened nearby. Here, the market, sheltered by socialist conditions, generated a competitive environment, which Emőke was forced to navigate on her own. While maszek flower shops used their access to the wholesale flower market to their advantage, responding swiftly to customers’ requests, state shops relied on what the official state buyer purchased for them. As products and services offered by the second economy were usually more expensive, Emőke recalled that it was important “to build personal relationships in order to have more customers. It was not dependent on whether a shop was state or privately owned but on its range of goods, who the seller was and the kind of relationships they had with the customer.” 15 Indeed, the higher quality goods and more reliable services offered by private entrepreneurs were even acknowledged in official discourse. Maszeks, as the magazine Műszaki Élet (Technical Life) wrote, complemented the state sector and were “designed to improve the well-being of the population.”16

Such “well-being” was only achieved by maintaining and then later expanding the second economy, whose flexibility and earning potential came with a price for its participants. For example, Emőke kept her shop open from 8 a.m. to 6 p.m., purchasing flowers from the wholesale market, which opened at 3 a.m. As she emphasized: “I earned more here than in my state job, but I also worked more, Saturdays and Sundays included. I basically had no break, and I did it all by myself—so I did not need to pay anyone a salary.”17 Succeeding in the second economy thus typically required working longer hours per day and additional days per week. Hungarian consumers who relied on and enjoyed the increased variety of goods and services viewed maszeks as role models because of their work ethic. The relationship between state-owned and privately owned shops is illustrated by a cartoon published in the satirical magazine Ludas Matyi in 1987, in which two shops are depicted on a busy Budapest street. One is named Közért—everyday parlance for grocery store, which translates as “for the public”—and the other is named Magamért, which means “for myself,” a play on socialist and market conditions respectively (see Figure 3.1). While the latter keeps its doors open with an overflowing display of fruit and vegetables, the state-owned shop’s shutters are already closed.18 The cartoon is also an allusion to the reality that the economy is increasingly being driven by self-interest, rather than the collective good, thus anticipating the transformation to a market economy.


[image: The cartoon titled “our companies’ advertisement” shows an everyday street scene in Budapest during the 1980s. In the middle of the picture, we see a street with cars driving down the road. The street is framed by two pavements where pedestrians walk, possibly running errands. Two neighboring grocery stores located on this road stand out: one store with the name “Közért” has closed shutters, and the other one with the name “Magámért” shows a rich selection of fruit and vegetables on display. Next to the goods on offer, we depict a lady who interacts with the shop owner, possibly intending to buy from him. The shop owner talks to the customer with a friendly smile.]

Figure 3.1. “Közért-Magamért, our company’s advertising,” Ludas Matyi 28, July 15, 1987.



The economic and political uncertainties of the 1980s, paired with the burgeoning second economy, created possibilities for unprecedented growth among entrepreneurial-minded individuals. Along with independent shops and services, a new type of entrepreneur emerged from this mixed economy: small-scale producers of agrarian and industrial products, which required capital-intensive equipment. In 1983, filmmaker Pál Schiffer explored this topic in the documentary Földi Paradicsom. The film’s title is a play on words, translating as “Paradise on Earth” and “Field Tomato,” and features the story of the Kerekes family in southern Szentes, who are presented as an exemplar of the risk-taking professionals that emerged in late socialist Hungary. The film examines how the Kerekes family built up their tomato-growing business by using greenhouses, which required an investment of over a million forints and the support of seasonal workers.19 Sociologists Ivan Szelenyi and Robert Manchin have estimated that 2 to 5 percent of all families were entrepreneurial in socialist Hungary, among them dozens of families who pursued investments of between ten and a hundred million forints (the equivalent of $250,000 and $2.5 million). Unfortunately, exact numbers on investments and turnover within the second economy are almost impossible to obtain due to the widespread practice of disguising income from tax authorities. Thus, the typical annual income, as well as the actual wealth, of entrepreneurs is unknown.20 However, as a result of their conspicuous consumption they were increasingly perceived as rich by the general populace. Moreover, they began to form an alternative society, challenging the socialist elite, which was largely comprised of members of the nomenklatura.21 As one of the reviewers of Földi Paradicsom put it in the most prominent daily newspaper, Népszabadság (People’s Freedom): “All public opinion agrees that the maszek world under socialism would be paradise on earth itself.”22

While during the 1980s entrepreneurs’ incomes were increasing, up to a third of the population was living at or below the minimum living wage and were continuously concerned with their material circumstances. These people had neither the necessary qualifications nor resources to secure work in the second economy and were thus particularly sensitive to growing socioeconomic differences.23 Already in 1980, finance minister Lajos Faluvégi anticipated that rising income inequality among laborers might pose a threat to social cohesion. Yet, by prioritizing living standards over the egalitarian promises of socialism, he recognized that the second economy was necessary, though not necessarily sufficient, for the survival of the worker’s state. For Faluvégi only a growing private sector, along with a differentiated system of salaries, could promote economic growth.24

By the early 1980s, the state had retreated from its self-proclaimed promise of improving the living standards of the population, placing this responsibility instead on participants in the second economy. In 1984, the party issued the new paradigm of “equality of opportunities,” placing the onus on individuals to capitalize on the welfare framework provided by the state.25 This silent, yet tectonic shift in party ideology signified a dramatically different understanding of the relationship between state and citizen. The state went from being the (supposedly) all-mighty entity capable of creating a “new man” in the service of the collective, to a mere shadow of itself. Thus, General Secretary János Kádár encouraged entrepreneurs to earn—and consume—as much as they wanted as long as they continued to work honorably (e.g., not engage in bribing, price gauging, speculation, and tax evasion).26

After yearly peaks in the inflation rate, popular mood fell to an all-time low when, in 1988, the government announced the introduction of a value-added tax (VAT), as well as income taxes, being the first country in the bloc to do so.27 This was rooted in the need to establish a unified tax regime for the second economy and to curtail black marketeering. While the VAT affected the consumption practices of most Hungarians, the tax reform was disproportionately felt by those at lower income brackets as inflation reached 18 percent by 1988.

The tax reform also affected the maszeks. As Emőke recalled:


The only disadvantage was that the taxes—well into 1992—were not based on the actual turnover but based on an estimate. It was dependent on what the state official from the tax agency worked out for me. At the time we did not yet operate with a cash register and we were not obliged to give receipts. This is why I had to pay taxes of 79,000 Forint per year, which equaled the price of a middle-class car. It was a huge amount. One had to economize very cleverly.28



The high tax rates were based on the assumption—often unfounded—that maszeks were underreporting their incomes to avoid taxation and were thus considerably better off than the average worker. Moreover, the tax rate was calculated by an individual tax official, creating possibilities for corruption.

The success and popularity of the second economy influenced people’s understanding of the market economy.29 As Johanna Bockman has demonstrated, the market and competition were constitutive of the socialist experience in Hungary and Yugoslavia, especially during late socialism.30 According to István Benczes, such experiments had begun with the NEM in 1968, which he identified as a “critical juncture” for the country’s economic trajectory.31 As Hungarians objected to the widening inequalities created by a mixed economy, they quite ironically believed that the full transition to a market economy would facilitate greater equality.32 As a result, market capitalism came to be understood in positive terms in Hungary, rather than being a potential cause of social inequality.33 Pointing to the historical exceptionality of the second economy due to its symbiotic relationship with the planned economy, Krisztina Fehérváry observed that:


Success of second-economy endeavors, combined with the inefficiencies and sometimes outright absurdities wrought by centralized economic control, had convinced much of the population that shifting to a decentralized market economy would usher in Western-style prosperity—maybe not immediately, but fairly quickly.34



While many Hungarians believed that “normalcy” in consumption practices (understood as Western levels of consumption) would emerge once Hungary transitioned to a full market economy, maszeks’ perspectives were distinctly different.35 Péter, a well-connected economist who worked at the National Bank during socialism, recalled that maszeks feared what might happen as the country transitioned to full-fledged capitalism. In particular, they worried about the competition that a free market would bring.36 Emőke, by contrast, believed that political change would positively affect market developments and improve the situation of entrepreneurs, especially with respect to the taxation system.37 And, indeed, her business weathered the transition without problems—at least during the earlier years.




From Maszek to Entrepreneur: Business After 1989


The dissolution of socialist rule in 1989 and the subsequent transition to a full market economy turned maszeks into capitalist entrepreneurs (vállalkozók).38 Products of the “small transformation” that had taken place during late socialism, they thus constituted part of an already existing private sector.39 Given that elements of privatization already existed in Hungary before 1989, the first democratic government under Prime Minister József Antall, as well as the population more generally, anticipated a smooth economic transition.40 In particular, they were optimistic that full capitalism would facilitate social equality.41 While privatization produced unemployment, some laborers became entrepreneurs, setting up small shops that did not require much capital or expertise.42 Although demand for goods and services declined steadily after 1990—and hindered production on the Hungarian market—there were no longer shortages of materials.43 Meanwhile, those in the private sector enjoyed, at least during the early period of the transition, more possibilities for competition as they could purchase materials on the open market.

The initial blow for those who had been involved in the private sector before 1989 came in 1990, when the first democratic government required the use of cashier machines. Entrepreneurs responded by protesting in the streets and temporarily pausing operations and service activities. As a newspaper article in the region of Fejér noted, entrepreneurs were especially unhappy about the high cost of the cashier machines (around 1,600 German marks) and the bureaucratic burden associated with them. They also felt that being forced to issue receipts for even the smallest sums was absurd. However, legislators showed little compassion for the entrepreneurs, noting, “The cash register is expensive, which is how most shopkeepers defend themselves, while they drive Western cars costing between 8,000 and 10,000 German marks.”44 This statement echoed popular resentments that had built up during late socialism in response to maszeks’ conspicuous consumption.45

As the private sector increased its market share in the 1990s (from 18 percent of the GDP in 1990 to 80 percent in 2000), its participants grew accustomed to what Judit Bodnár calls a “high risk realm of economic activity.”46 In contrast to the mixed economy of late socialism, where employment in the command economy cushioned individuals through a host of entitlements, entrepreneurs in the market economy needed to carefully navigate the challenges of the new system to maintain their livelihoods.47 The unpredictability of market capitalism (e.g., changes in tax rates, laws, prices, inflation, and cyclical factors) rendered the future uncertain.48 Entrepreneurs tried to cope with this uncertainty through training and educational initiatives, which they believed would make them more competitive.49 Emőke thus completed another round of studies in the florist field in 1997, followed by a master’s certificate in 2000. Her decision to augment her skills, despite having acquired the necessary qualifications under socialism, reflect her “flexibility” as a capitalist worker. As Elizabeth Dunn has asserted about the Alima-Gerber baby food factory in Poland, the introduction of capitalism demanded that workers become “self-regulating selves,” capable of successfully navigating postsocialist work conditions. Such workers “flexibly alter their bundles of skills and manage their careers, but they also become the bearers of risk, thus shifting the burden of risk from the state to the individual.”50 Although Emőke tried to comply with the neoliberal ethos, she did not view work under postsocialism as empowering, but instead found it challenging and risky.

In contrast to pre-1989, the state silently withdrew support from the private sector that it was once so dependent on for securing the socialist good life.51 The democratic governments of the 1990s introduced tax policies, which from the point of view of entrepreneurs discouraged individual economic activity by making it virtually impossible to compete on the free market.52 Yet, while small-scale entrepreneurs struggled to survive, multinational corporations thrived, thanks to tax exemptions and public subsidies.53 This was not unique to Hungary, but rather a general trend throughout the region with the aim of attracting foreign investment and competing in the global economy.

In such a climate, entrepreneurs were forced to disguise their earnings and buck the system if they wanted to stay in business.54 Anthropologist Maya Nadkarni, in analyzing the dilemmas created by the postsocialist state, referred to “abnormal economic behavior” that “complicated the question of personal responsibility and agency: the idea that being a citizen requires a sense of public citizenship.”55 Hungarian citizens thus developed a dysfunctional relationship with the state, which they felt was not acting in their best interests. In essence, state-directed policies that favored corporations undermined the moral economy that entrepreneurs had been accustomed to under socialism.

Already during the 1990s, then, the fragmented domestic private sector was poorly positioned for competing with the products and services offered by multinational companies that could rely on state-of-the-art technology and expertise.56 As small and mid-sized companies faced difficulties accumulating capital for further investment, wealth was unevenly distributed.57 Such a development was in fact supported by many Hungarians, who, according to Jonathan Kelley and Krzysztof Zagorski, “accepted much more inequality than Westerners think proper” at a time “when objective in-equalities often grow rapidly and are perceived as such.”58




The Multinationals Are Coming! The Neoliberal Turn


When the Federation of Young Democrats (Fidesz–Fiatal Demokraták Szövetsége–Magyar Polgári Szövetség) under Prime Minister Viktor Orbán formed a new government in 1998, Hungary entered what sociologist Besnik Pula called a “heightened globalization period,” which lasted an entire decade.59 The period was characterized by increased inflow of international capital (in the form of foreign direct investment [FDI]) and the assumption of strategic positions in banking, utilities, retail, telecom, and energy by foreign multinationals.60 These financial flows coincided with further economic and political integration in the form of NATO and European Union (EU) accession (in 1999 and 2004, respectively). The influx of foreign capital also facilitated a process of concentration in the retail sector, changing the landscape of a heretofore largely decentralized retail sector consisting of many small shops.61 With Tesco, Auchan, and Ikea in immediate proximity, Hungarian consumers had never been so close to Western consumption patterns. And, with growth in real incomes reaching the 1990 level only in 2001, Hungarians had the opportunity to shop at these places.62

For Emőke the arrival of the “multis,” as they were called in everyday parlance, threatened her earning possibilities. Once small supermarkets and specialized shops had been dominant; now the multis, which included French, Austrian, and British hypermarkets selling food and nonfood items, opened in large retail spaces located in industrial zones at the edges of the city. Emőke recalled the difficulties faced by independent florists as the newly established hypermarkets also sold fresh flowers.63 Péter also emphasized the increasing difficulties for maszeks at the beginning of the 2000s, when the service and construction sectors were thriving.64 Already in 1999, the economic weekly Figyelő (Watchdog) raised concerns about competition within the retail sector, noting that local supermarkets were suffering losses, while smaller shops, catering to neighborhood communities, had so far noticed only a marginal decline.65

The advent of hypermarkets and shopping malls transformed shopping practices in unprecedented ways, and consumers never felt so close to Western abundance. A wide selection of products was now available within arm’s reach and within one place. In addition to reasonable prices, consumers appreciated the freedom of choice and quality of products at hypermarkets.66 In contrast to the socialist period, the amount of goods in one’s shopping cart was limited only by one’s personal budget, not by what was on store shelves. By the end of 2000, hypermarkets became such an established part of the Hungarian shopping experience that the widely read daily, Népszabadság, announced their triumph over conventional shops: rather than a semiweekly, female-dominated practice, shopping was depicted as a weekend outing for the entire family. Even though a vehicle was necessary for much hypermarket shopping, people found a way to make it possible by relying on friends and family members who owned a car or on microbuses. In addition, elderly people and others on fixed incomes traveled far distances to make use of special offers, stocking up on a month’s worth of supplies.

While hypermarkets became ubiquitous throughout the region during the 2000s, they were especially popular in the Czech Republic, where 29 percent of consumers chose them as their primary place for shopping in 2001.67 Indeed, the vogue for hypermarkets prompted Vít Klusák and Filip Remunda to produce a documentary entitled Czech Dream about a hypermarket supposedly slated to open on the outskirts of Prague. By launching a massive advertising campaign beforehand, the film ridiculed Western consumerism with slogans like “don’t come” and “don’t spend.” Despite the discouraging messages, Klusák and Remunda still managed to attract over 3,000 curious customers to the opening event who, once they realized they had been duped, reacted with a range of emotions from laughter and smirking to anger and cursing the government.68 This social experiment implicitly addressed former Czech dissident Václav Havel’s distinction between “living within a lie” and “living in truth,” underscoring the similarity between “post-totalitarian” society and postsocialist society.69 The filmmakers offer a self-critical stand on how marketing and advertising essentially create consumer desire.

The arrival of multinational hypermarkets with competitive prices and extensive marketing signified a crucial turning point for independent traders—more significant than the political transformation—illustrating that the early 2000s, rather than 1989, was a major point of rupture for some. Specialized small businesses, from florists to shoe shops, especially suffered in this economic climate. An article in Népszabadság titled “Shoes from the Shoe Shop,” which referred to a well-known advertisement campaign from the 1950s, claimed that within the Visegrád region, Hungarians were the least likely to buy from specialized stores.70 While Hungarians still liked to purchase home electronics, furniture, and clothing from specialty shops, and shoes and underwear either in open markets or the street, all other shops that sold items that were also available at hypermarkets suffered.71 This had serious consequences for the city center of Budapest and other large cities in Hungary, reshaping the geographies of urban reference points in mostly disadvantageous ways. As a result, many central shopping areas suffered neglect, with attractive shops moving into newly constructed shopping malls and leaving empty retail spaces behind. Shoddy shops were soon established in their place, negatively affecting the aesthetics of once-upscale areas. Emőke remembers clearly that it was “with the arrival of the multinationals, when the private sector started to go downhill.”72 Though of inferior quality, flowers were much cheaper at the hypermarket and she was unable to compete with them: in 2007, after almost thirty years in business, Emőke closed her florist shop.




Conclusion


Compared with other countries in the bloc, Hungary, with its mixed economy, was considered well poised for weathering the changes brought by the full adoption of market capitalism. As such, Hungarians entered the economic transition with a particular set of expectations, largely informed by the workings of the second economy. Indeed, they believed that full marketization and privatization would reduce the socioeconomic differences that had emerged as a result of the second economy. However, reality did not match expectations, and participants in the second economy, especially maszeks with small-scale businesses and services, experienced massive changes during the transition to a pluralist system and a market economy.

Foreign direct investment and state support of multinationals rendered many small and mid-sized businesses superfluous. To be sure, all Hungarian governments of the 1990s, regardless of political affiliation, engaged in an almost frantic search for FDI while discriminating against domestic entrepreneurs, especially small and mid-sized companies. Hence, former participants of the second economy, once a source of hope for a smooth transition to capitalism, came to the rude awakening that the new democratic governments would not support them.

With respect to the central theme of this volume, namely the bidirectionality of history, during the 1990s and early 2000s, many previously successful maszeks looked back to the pre-1989 period, when they had done relatively well and had anticipated doing better under market capitalism. While under socialism they found it challenging to deal with an omnipresent and often unpredictable state, dealing with the retreat of the state in the 1990s was even more challenging, as they had no shelter from the storm of neoliberalism and the torrent of multinational firms that set up shop in the country. As this chapter has shown, the real turning point for participants of the domestic private sector was not 1989 but rather the end of the 1990s. As such, focusing on the experiences of ordinary citizens suggests the need for alternative periodizations of postsocialism that capture the local particularities and unintended consequences of change. It is therefore perhaps more productive to emphasize different meanings through the lenses of everyday life. As Martin Müller contends, “socialism is no longer the prime reference point for people in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union, but rather one among many, including neoliberalism, nationalism, consumption, Europeanisation and globalisation.”73 Indeed, events after 1989 did not turn out to be the “end of history.” Nor did they move along a linear and predictable development toward the imagined utopia of market democracy. This was as true for the transformative years of the 1990s as it is today.
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Part II The Politics Of Exclusion 






4 “There’S A Lot Of Talk About Tolerance, But That’s Just Words”

Being Gay in Postsocialist Poland1


Agnieszka koŚciaŃSka

Until Relatively Recently, The Prevailing Narrative of Sexual emancipation in Central and Eastern Europe operated on the assumption that this freedom was a belated outcome of progressive liberalization in the West. According to this narrative, it was not until the 1990s that LGBTQ communities in formerly socialist countries started to fight for their rights and self-organize.2 However, recent research demonstrates that the situation across the region varied from country to country. While some countries, such as the USSR and Romania, openly persecuted homosexuals, queer communities enjoyed relative freedom in others, such as Poland and Czechoslovakia.3 Despite these findings, the old narrative persists today in countries like Poland, where activists and the wider public alike tend to view the threat to LGBTQ rights posed by right-wing governments as symptomatic of an opposition between a developed European West and a backward East that has to catch up. For instance, a media presentation of an LGBTQ rights survey in thirty-four countries stressed that Poland is “closer to Russia than to Sweden,” and graffiti in a residential neighborhood in Warsaw consisted of a rainbow flag (a symbol of LGBTQ rights) and the following comment: “this is Poland, not Russia.”4 Against this backdrop, this chapter examines the multiple, often conflicting, narratives of gay and lesbian lives during the early transformation from socialism to postsocialism, analyzing them with respect to the socialist past and the contemporary period, which is notable for the attacks on “LGBT ideology” that became central to Polish politics during the 2020 presidential campaign.5 I am particularly interested in ideas and practices concerning, on the one hand, gay and lesbian rights, self-organizing, and visibility, and, on the other, Catholic attempts to regulate sexuality. As much as these different perspectives and practices are connected to the concept of Europe and the West–East divide, they are also strongly rooted in the everyday experiences and longings of Polish gays and lesbians. Consequently, I argue that we should not only view LGBTQ rights in Poland as following a Western path, but also as being rooted within the local political context and actual lives of LGBTQ people in Poland.

The narratives of early postsocialism that inform my analysis derive from two sources: letters sent to Wiesław Sokoluk, a sex educator, therapist, and the main author of the most progressive Polish school sex education handbook, Przysposobienie do życia w rodzinie (Preparation for Family Life), as well as a columnist for Na Przełaj (Cross-Country), a popular youth weekly published between 1957 and 1991, and interviews with older gay and lesbian individuals conducted in the late 2010s about their experiences of socialism and postsocialism.6 While personal narratives offer an “incomplete and fragmentary” picture of the past, by putting them together and contextualizing them I hope to offer a fuller history of (homo)sexuality in Poland.7



Homosexuality In Socialist And Postsocialist Poland


The Polish state’s approach to homosexuality differed significantly from the majority of Western and Eastern European states.8 From the late eighteenth century until the end of World War I, Poland was partitioned between the German, Russian, and Austrian Empires, each of which enforced its own system for the penalization of same-sex acts. Yet, the first modern criminal code, which was implemented in 1932 in independent Poland, did not penalize homosexuality. At the time, only homosexual prostitution was criminalized, though only until 1969, when it was decriminalized. Additionally, the 1932 penal code adopted a broad definition of sexual violence, stipulating that same-sex rapes could be subject to punishment, legislation that was retained in subsequent penal codes (1969, 1997).9 Moreover, Polish legal codes never enforced discriminatory regulations, namely different ages of consent for homosexual and heterosexual intercourse; since 1932, the age of consent in Poland has been fifteen.10

Yet such progressive legislation did not reflect the general situation of homosexuals during state socialism, as they were often discriminated against in everyday life. Some of the interviewees reported violence in the proximity of cruising spaces in major Polish cities and hostile comments from kin or coworkers. As in other Eastern Bloc countries, official self-organizing was impossible and queers were under constant police and/or secret service surveillance, which intensified in the mid-1980s.11 Although there was no official socialist policy on homosexuality, such practices were motivated by the perception that homosexuality was antisocialist and antifamily. As in the USSR, homosexuality was often associated with criminality and prison culture.12 As Lukasz Szulc writes about official discourses in Poland, “until 1980, male homosexuality was usually represented in stereotypical ways, either in a criminal context, especially in newspapers, or in a comical context, especially in films.”13 The only spaces where homosexual life was presented in a less pathologizing or comical fashion was in sex education publications, niche fine art, poetry, and literature.14 Finally, in the 1980s, the first semi-legal gay and lesbian magazines appeared.15 Nonetheless, queer life was mostly centered around cruising spaces and private parties.16 Today, older gay people often emphasize that because homosexuality was shrouded in silence during socialism, its invisibility provided a sense of freedom, allowing them to live their lives unseen.17 At the same time, many homosexuals, especially women, recall that queer communities were so deeply hidden that they rarely knew about one another’s existence. As one of my interviewees, Maria, recalled: “In the 1970s I was so lonely, I didn’t know any other lesbians, except for one, who also only knew me.”18 Everything changed for Maria in the early 1990s, when Lambda, the first Polish LGBTQ organization, was established.

Overall, Poland’s history of homosexuality in the twentieth century is highly complex and multilayered. It encompasses progressive laws and local rights activism, combined with an invisibility that often allowed for open and free expression of non-normative sexuality. At the same time, little was done to prevent violence and everyday discrimination against homosexuals.




Gay and Lesbian Experiences of the Early 1990s


While working as a sex columnist for the scouting magazine Cross-Country, Sokoluk received many letters from nonheteronormative youth who were encouraged by his liberal approach to homosexuality (in which he referred to homosexual relationships as “analogues” to heterosexual ones). This approach was also presented in his sex education handbook that appeared in Polish schools in 1987, as the editors never tired of reminding their readers. In fact, the sex column was advertised as being written by the author of “the controversial sex education handbook.” In their letters, readers expressed concern about sexual orientation, same-sex desire, and love. For instance, Anka wrote in 1991:


I think that in the past I didn’t realize that I’m a lesbian. Now that I know it and feel it with every part of my body and soul—I’m scared. Why me? … I’m afraid now that I’ve come to know this feeling, even though I am able to stand in front of the mirror and say, “I’m a lesbian.” I try to be proud of it, but really, I can’t come to believe it…. This year I’ll be finishing high school It’s getting harder for me to believe that I’ll meet the woman of my dreams. I’ve lost hope. I know, however, what she should be like. I dream of a blonde, of medium height, and with blue eyes. Her long hair falls on her shoulders. But external appearance isn’t so important. What’s important is her tenderness and unique personality.19



This letter, like many others sent by lesbians to the Polish press, was not selected for publication.20 However, letters expressing similar narratives were published in the Cross-Country sex column in the 1990s. Importantly, whereas homosexual men’s voices could be found in the socialist press, women’s homosexuality had largely been invisible under socialism.21 Consequently, the letters written by lesbians that were later published by Cross-Country constitute some of the very first instances in post–World War II Poland of lesbians being granted a voice in mainstream publishing. The women expressed their desires and sexual anxieties by placing them within the context of their hopes, fears, and uncertainties about the new political and economic order.22 For instance, Monika, like Anka, starts her letter to Cross-Country by talking about her experience of being a lesbian and describing her family situation:


From when I was very young, life taught me to hate men. My father is an alcoholic, who often times puts up his fist as an argument in relation to the rest of the family. My only brother, who is already grown, has up until now only showed indifference towards me…. I always differed from my friends who were girls. I could spend entire days surrounded by a band of boys, with whom I would fight, play ball and ride motorcycles. Yet romantic evenings lost their charm in the company of boys. In those moments I needed a friend who was a girl.23



Anka only sees one solution to her problem: self-organizing, which she mentions in the second part of her letter. Monika hopes to use the sex column in Cross-Country to network:


Everything would be O.K. if I could find myself in my own world. I’ve never talked with anybody about this, the reason of course, being fear. Of what? For fear of being banished, of losing my friends and for fear of my family’s reaction. I’ve had enough of mute conversation, illusions, and loneliness. Ladies, if you feel that destiny has hurt you by making you love women, write! Together, let’s try to find our common “I.”24



Another letter published in the same issue, signed “Beata-lesbian,” deals with the trauma caused by lack of equal rights:


If I have enough courage to end my life, in a few months, I will pass away. I think it will happen under the influence of the moment, the mood and my hopelessness…. I wanted to live, just to live normally, and not have to constantly wander between emptiness and loneliness, between grief and hate. Only in scanning with our eyes over the writing on gravestones do we realize that life does not give us equal chances, chances for love, joy, hate, breaking up, and for forgiveness.25



The letters reveal the difficulties these young women experienced, which are not necessarily related to their sexuality. However, the fact that they are lesbians makes it more difficult for them to deal with such problems. Not only do they have to contend with discrimination based on sexual orientation, but they have no access to the kind of networks where they could find friends to join them in their fight for equal rights. Therefore, homosexual self-organizing appears to be a crucial element of these narratives.

In reply to these letters and another from Milena (who asked the magazine not to publish a testimony in which she confessed: “I know that I belong to a group of people who should be destroyed, and it is very difficult for me to live with this thought among normal people”), Sokoluk emphasizes that the problems homosexuals face are caused by societal “contempt” that “derives from the fear of otherness, and all that which doesn’t fit into the mold.” To underscore his point, he mentions another group who have similarly experienced stigma: “Geniuses are also subject to this type of treatment.” He stresses: “No one has the right to condemn another person to social death just because they are different.”26 Sokoluk tries to convince Milena that things will get better and points to the importance of self-organizing and rights claims. “But there are people, Milena, who fight so that their difference is accepted and so that they are given a normal place among humans. They organize in support groups and publish texts about their problems. And besides that, they just live!”27

This response resonated with young nonheteronormative people. After publishing this article, Sokoluk and the editors of Cross-Country received more letters in which similar issues were raised, namely the social stigmatization of homosexuals and self-organizing as a means of overcoming these problems. For instance, a group of men established an informal gay club in northern Poland and wanted Sokoluk to publicize it among Cross-Country’s readers. Meanwhile, a letter from a seventeen-year-old called Zuza tells the story of her love for Magda, which contains the following confession: “I would like to write to Lambda, maybe one of the girls would write back to me, and maybe together it would be easier to get over the challenges that life throws at us.”28

However, Sokoluk’s replies to Milena, Beata, and Monika’s letters contain one further element—a strong focus on Catholicism:


What can be said about a religion that discriminates, and even curses people who love differently, due to no fault of their own? Can an idea, even the most beautiful in its suppositions, justify the inhuman treatment of another person? Some churches, for example the Dutch church, have answered NO to both questions and strive toward the acceptance of homosexual relationships. This, of course, does not concern the sacrament of marriage, but acceptance in front of God and the religious community. Such a deeply humanistic approach of the Church toward homosexuals could contribute to changing the perspective of many people. Well, for now this is only wishful thinking.29



Sokoluk received many questions about religion from young people.30 For instance, a boy who signed off as “Faggot” wrote, “you are literally ‘my last resort.’ There is no one else that I can turn to for help. I’m a homosexual. An older friend made me get into it. It all started when I was seven years old. Now I am nineteen.”31 He “read a lot of books about this” and understands “that homosexuality is not wrong,” but he identifies as “a Christian-Catholic” and the Bible clearly condemns homosexuality.32 “Faggot” continued:


I talked about all of this with a certain priest during confession and he said that I should try to spend as much time as possible in the company of girls. I have tons of female friends, but I don’t feel as good with them as I do in the company of boys. I got propositions from men a few times, but I declined. You could say that I should get married and that this state will pass once I start a normal sex life. I don’t want to hurt any girls just because this “state” might not pass.33



“Faggot” ends his letter with a cry for help: “You see for yourself that there is no other way left except for suicide. Unless you know another solution. If yes, please let me know as soon as possible, because I can’t go on like this any longer. Hoping for your rapid assistance.”34

These narratives show two dimensions of gay and lesbian life during the postsocialist transformation. On the one hand, there are opportunities for self-organizing, which, ideally, will help gay people overcome the problems they are facing; on the other hand, there are new restrictions caused by the political situation in Poland and the increased influence of the Catholic Church—especially its conservative wing—which had previously been unable (at least officially) to wield any influence over socialist policy on sexuality.35

Interviews conducted in the late 2010s confirm the two-dimensional character of the transition from socialism to democracy. For instance, one of my interviewees, a gay man in his seventies, told me that it was in the early 1990s that he finally started to call himself “gay” and divorced his wife, although he had been having sex with men for many years before that. He decided to get involved in LGBTQ activism: “I wanted to do something for our milieu, I joined Lambda … I got a Lambda ID on a pink paper.” The previously quoted Maria also confessed that the first Lambda meetings in the early 1990s changed her life: “It was back then that legal associations were established and we were able to meet each other openly and get to know a lot of people. And you wouldn’t have to be friends with everybody, but we could finally say, ‘look, there are so many of us. This one I like, and this one I don’t like.’ There were so many of us, it was so empowering.” Maria became an activist for the Lambda-Krakow women’s section and established a PO box to which gay women in Poland could send letters. Based on these contacts, she organized lesbian meetings in Krakow throughout the 1990s. These initiatives enabled lesbian women to meet other lesbian women. But there is a second dimension to these memories that resembled what can be seen in letters sent to Cross-Country. Maria remembered that, already in the early 1990s, some women expressed concern about the influence of the Catholic Church. For instance, the women’s section of Lambda received letters from Ewa, who was worried that too much lesbian visibility might create problems: “She was saying what lesbians should and should not do and she was talking about the Church all the time, [saying] that we should reckon with the Church.”

The concerns Ewa expressed in letters in the early 1990s are echoed in recent interviews with older gay people. Although some, like Maria, complained about the invisibility of gay people under socialism for limiting opportunities to make contact with others, many praised this very same invisibility as a source of freedom. In many interviews, older gay individuals stressed that thanks to the lack of recognition granted to gay identity, cruising spaces and queer parties went unseen by the larger public. It was only the emergence of gay self-organizing and visibility that eventually triggered expressions of homophobia, including by the Catholic Church. Therefore, some homosexuals believe that their invisibility under socialism gave them greater freedom than their visibility under postsocialism.

This was what Ewa was worried about and what “Faggot” had already experienced. Thus, in accounts of the early postsocialist period, the 1990s are presented ambivalently: as a time of new political and social opportunities for gay people, but also a time when the growing power of the Catholic Church led to increased restrictions.36 As Zuza wrote in her letter to Sokoluk: “There’s a lot of talk of tolerance, but that’s just words.”37




The Socialist Roots Of Postsocialist Experiences


Accounts of the 1990s, both in Cross-Country and in my interviews, reflect approaches toward sexuality in Poland during socialism. The prevailing elements in these accounts, including the need for social contacts and some kind of collective action or self-organizing in order to overcome discrimination, can be found in such publications as the semi-legal Etap, “the first Polish gay (but not lesbian) magazine,” which was published by Andrzej Selerowicz, a Polish activist living in Vienna.38 On the front page of a 1986 issue, there is a story about the International Lesbian and Gay Association, its involvement in the fight for homosexual rights, and its opposition to religious organizations that discriminated against sexual minorities. Page two is devoted to a section called “I am looking for a friend” and combines personal romantic or sexual goals with political ones. For instance, a twenty-year-old male reader from Wrocław wrote: “If you were born under a sign compatible with Gemini, write to me…. I would like to create a genuine and stable relationship…. I am not interested in one-night stands with irresponsible people. I will reply to every nice letter.” Another young man said he lived in a small town in the Lublin area and it was hard for him to find a partner. Etap also included personal ads that were political. For instance, a nineteen-year-old gay activist from Yugoslavia wanted to meet Poles with similar political interests and asked for letters in English.39

References to rights and activism in Poland in the 1980s are not surprising. Contrary to widespread assumptions about the lack of self-organizing and rights claims under socialism, the socialist period—and late socialism in particular—was actually a time of (often illegal) self-organizing that provided a space for intensive deliberations around human rights and homosexuality.40 Thus, discussions about sexual rights cannot be separated from the broader historical and social context of late socialism. The late 1970s and 1980s were permeated by discourses on rights, both in the official state-censored press and in anticommunist circles, where they were particularly prominent. The development of gender and sexual rights can thus be linked to these discussions.41 During this period, the anticommunist opposition organized around workers’ rights, freedom of association, and, more broadly, human rights.42

Increased focus on human rights discourse by groups and individuals within the Eastern Bloc—what scholars have termed the “Helsinki effect”—was a direct outcome of the 1975 Helsinki Accords, whereby states vowed to protect the human rights of their citizens and to which Poland, along with most states in Europe, were signatories.43 Although the democratic opposition in Poland did not discuss sexual rights and they were not mentioned in the Helsinki Accords, the general human rights climate contributed to the proliferation of discussions about them. This was evident not only in letters sent by Polish homosexuals in the early 1980s to the Homosexual Initiative Vienna, a gay and lesbian organization that monitored the situation of homosexuals in communist Eastern Europe in cooperation with the International Lesbian and Gay Association (ILGA), but also in the illegal gay press.44 Moreover, these claims were expressed publicly in the Polish press and supported by activists such as Mikołaj Kozakiewicz, a sexologist, sex educator, and the president of the Polish Planned Parenthood Association.45 In the wake of the appearance of HIV/AIDS, a general understanding among sexologists and sex educators emerged that homosexual men needed the right to associate in order to combat the epidemic.46 Even earlier, in the late 1970s, sexologists had supported the idea of homosexual rights and included extensive quotes in their writings encouraging homosexual men to demand the right to organize and live in accordance with their desires.47 In socialist Poland, sexology developed as a multidisciplinary and patient-oriented field, and sexology books sold millions of copies. Thus, sexological voices were widely heard and often reflected popular sentiments as sexologists quoted extensively from their patients’ and readers’ letters. In this sense, homosexuals’ insistence—visible in letters from the early 1990s—on their right to associate freely and live in accordance with their sexual orientation were rooted in the local (Polish) prodemocratic activities of the 1970s and 1980s (an orientation toward rights claims) and in the transnational trends that supported them (e.g., the Helsinki Accords, transnational LGBTQ activism).

At the same time, discussions about homosexual rights were gendered, focused first and foremost on men. Etap dealt exclusively with male homosexuality, while other semi-legal magazines from the 1980s had “women’s sections,” though they generally devoted little attention to lesbians. The same was true for sex experts. When writing about homosexual rights, sexologists usually referred exclusively to men.48 That did not mean they ignored women altogether, as women’s (heterosexual and traditional-gender-role-based) sexual pleasure and self-realization were widely discussed in highly popular sexological publications that provided women (including those who were gay) with the discursive tools to demand the right to sexual pleasure, albeit within marriage.49

Yet there is another side to this picture of rights in the 1980s, namely the influence of religious rights. Freedom of religion was actually mentioned in the Helsinki Accords, and Poles’ right to be Catholic was stressed by Polish opposition leaders such as Lech Wałęsa. Meanwhile, the Catholic Church supported the opposition and its claims for rights, and offered space for prodemocratic deliberations.50 However, there was no space within this model for sexual rights, as the church aimed to restrict these.51




What Happened Next


Maria, quoted earlier in this chapter, was very critical of the letters sent by Ewa, who had warned the gay community about the Catholic Church’s intentions and had cautioned lesbians not to be too visible. Tensions in the 1990s thus centered around visibility and the church, and religiously fueled homophobia was crucial to the development of LGBTQ identities and activism over the next decades. Although homosexuals’ appeals for self-organization and greater visibility did in fact increase the visibility of LGBTQ communities, these communities were nonetheless riven by internal conflicts over whether or not visibility was a good strategy. In her analysis of gay activism in the early 2000s, Monika Baer analyzes the continuous struggle between two forms of activism: the first oriented toward the “full emancipation” enjoyed by the heterosexual majority (“the fight for all civil rights”) and the second toward “limited emancipation” (freedom in the private sphere).52 Gradually, these tensions became linked to a concept of Europe in which “full emancipation” meant “European sexual citizenship,” which “envisions LGBT persons as model (neo)liberal citizens, ‘perfectly integrated into the social and political fabric of each member state.’”53 This model was contested by right-wing nationalists and conservative Catholics in Poland, both of whom became more vocal on this issue in the 1990s and especially in the twenty-first century. As a result, LGBTQ Catholics like “Faggot,” who wrote to Sokoluk, were not able to resolve their sexual–religious dilemmas in private.54 Their identities and internal struggles became part of the political struggle over Polish national identity as LGBTQ rights began to be perceived as a foreign import, imposed on Poland from the outside. Accordingly, local genealogies, namely the needs and longings that gay people had expressed in the 1990s and which were embedded in the prodemocratic rights activism of late socialism, were not only overlooked but also undermined and actively silenced.55 In this way, gay rights were, ironically, restricted by the same prodemocratic processes that contributed to their development. Although Law and Justice, the party of governance between 2015 and 2023, is now seen as an authoritarian and antidemocratic force due to its eagerness to restrict LGBTQ rights, its roots can be traced to the anticommunist democratic opposition.

The relationship between the Catholic Church and the anticommunist opposition, established in the 1980s and strengthened in the 1990s, provided the church with political influence in postsocialist Poland, including influence in the area of gender and sexuality policies.56 Initially, the church focused on restricting reproductive rights, achieving success in 1993 when abortion, which had been accessible on demand under socialism, was nearly banned in Poland.57 The church expanded its focus in subsequent years to incorporate other sexuality-related issues. In the mid-1990s, the church successfully challenged the inclusion, in the Polish constitution, of a provision designed to protect citizens from discrimination based on sexual orientation.58 In the following decade the church, following global conservative trends and supported by the nationalistic right wing, became increasingly active in anti-LGBTQ initiatives. As a result, after socialism gay life was not only enriched by opportunities brought by rights appeals and activism, but also embedded in restrictions imposed by religion. This process was already evident in the early 1990s, as per the letters from “Faggot” and Ewa, and even earlier in the late-communist magazine Etap, which had devoted a great deal of space to religious attempts to restrict sexuality. The period between the late 1980s and early 2000s was when the Catholic Church, contrary to earlier hopes of the gay community, took a clear stance against LGBTQ rights.59




Concluding Remarks


Today’s LGBTQ life and self-organizing are greatly affected by the strong politicization of non-normative sexuality. Poland is witnessing a significant backlash against LGBTQ rights: in 2019, 68 percent of Polish LGBTQ persons surveyed by the Fundamental Rights Agency reported that intolerance and prejudice against them had increased over the previous five years. Meanwhile, in 2019 and 2020, around 100 municipalities, mostly those supporting the ruling Law and Justice Party, declared themselves “LGBT-free zones.”60 This anti-LGBTQ atmosphere was exploited and reinforced during the 2020 presidential campaign when the sitting president, Andrzej Duda, was supported by Catholic officials and right-wing activists. When seeking reelection, Duda built his campaign around slogans such as “Defend Children from LGBT Ideology,” causing an unprecedented outbreak of hate speech and violence against LGBTQ communities.61 Within this framework, LGBTQ rights are presented as “foreign” impositions from Europe, particularly the European Union.62 Influenced by this perspective, many Poles, rather than associating LGBTQ persons with concrete individuals who have feelings and longings, tend to see them as an embodiment of foreign “ideology.”

To what extent are these ongoing developments rooted in the past? This politicization cannot be fully understood within the context of the East–West divide, Poland’s postsocialist orientation toward Europe, or activists’ attempts to implement “European sexual citizenship.” LGBTQ self-organizing, rights, and visibility are very much rooted in Poland’s socialist past, and a clear need for these was already being expressed by the early 1990s. The story of LGBTQ rights in Poland constitutes a history of ruptures and continuities as well as progress and backlash. It shows that the invisibility of LGBTQ communities under socialism was, for some, a space of freedom and emancipation, while for others it was a climate of suffering and loneliness. It also demonstrates that visibility and self-organizing contribute to freedom and emancipation, although some LGBTQ persons see such practices for clarity as counterproductive. The history of LGBTQ rights in Poland has much in common with other human rights issues. It highlights how the development of human rights under socialism not only contributed to the extension of sexual rights, but also of religious rights, since it strengthened the position of the Catholic Church, which, in the long run, caused disruptions in the development of sexual rights.

Positioning self-organizing, rights, and visibility—be it the voices of teenagers writing to Cross-Country or gays and lesbians engaged in early postsocialist activism—within the long history of socialism and real existing postsocialism allows us to understand their genealogies. It is also a political act because once these long histories are unveiled, it becomes apparent how they grew out of experiences of silence and loneliness, as well as prodemocratic struggles. And these struggles were certainly not imported from Europe. In fact, they arose from the needs of Polish homosexual boys and girls who grew up in the era of the proliferation of human rights in Poland.
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5 Reinventing Postsocialism As Heteronationalism

(Dis)continuities and Frictive Biopolitics in Orbán’s Hungary


HADLEY Z. RENKIN


We must decide whether there will still be nations or if we want a united Europe? Do we want families and children, or can we not even determine who is a man and who is a woman?

—Viktor Orbán, Annual Fidesz Party Civil Picnic, Kötcse, Hungary, 2016



In the last several years, the authoritarian nationalism of Prime Minister Viktor Orbán’s Hungary has become an increasingly visible topic of discussion globally and locally, written about most typically as an icon of right-wing, “nativist” or “populist,” reaction to the growing sway of transnational cultural, political, and economic forces. The very iconicity of that reaction has also positioned Hungary as a site emblematic of a related phenomenon: the derailing of postsocialism’s democratic, inclusionary promise. In both these senses, Hungary’s current cultural and political trajectory has become a powerful marker of postsocialism’s increasingly troubling (dis)orientation, at once proof of a “transition” gone, despite initially triumphalist pronouncements, profoundly awry, and renewed evidence of Hungary’s (and Eastern Europe’s more generally) persistently precarious “modern,” “European” belonging.1

Dominant debates about these concerns, both popular and scholarly, West and East, have overwhelmingly centered analysis of “what’s gone wrong with (Hungarian) postsocialism?” on questions of resurgent authoritarian, nationalist ideologies, the promulgation of “illiberal” legal principles and mechanisms, and the deconstruction of recently formed democratic institutions. These discussions have focused largely on the formal pathways and dynamics of overtly authoritarian politics, such as Orbán and his Fidesz party government’s open embracing of “illiberalism,” its seizure of national media and public space and silencing of political opposition, its consolidation of economic resources, and the parallel rise of organized right-wing movements.2 They have also typically seen such phenomena as indicators of postsocialism’s fundamental temporality: whether its total escape from the socialist past (either through the resurrection of past national tradition, or by becoming the hypercapitalist future’s laboratory), or its hopeless haunting by socialist “legacies” (inevitably corrupt, inefficient economies, habitually repressive societies and politics). Unquestionably illuminating crucial aspects of these trends, these emphases have unfortunately also meant that dominant narratives of postsocialist politics have frequently neglected people’s concrete lives and practices in favor of formal, structural-level understandings. They have thus often obscured the intimate, embodied meanings through which ordinary people experience and negotiate such transformations, and the complex connections and disconnections between past, present, and future through which they construct actually existing postsocialisms that blur and transverse these very borders.

In Hungary one particularly potent site of such everyday consequential practice has been the intimate minutiae of gender and sexual identifications, interactions, and meanings. Indeed, while popular discourse under Hungarian socialism generally maintained a certain silence around the subject (making it very difficult to interpret general attitudes about non-normative sexualities), despite oft-repeated claims that “there was no homosexuality under socialism,” sexuality was in fact a surprisingly visible and highly charged social and political site. Accusations of Western, bourgeois sexual decadence and deviance were key mechanisms for repressing political opposition, both through everyday police intimidation and in highly visible events such as show trials.3 Hungary’s decriminalization of homosexuality in 1961 was a potent tool in socialist maneuvering vis-à-vis the West for both closer social and economic connection and scientific-moral superiority.4 Alternative forms of gender and sexual identity and community could often be seen, well before 1989, in the not-so-hidden queer scenes of Budapest’s bars and restaurants, thermal baths, and cruising zones.5 And during and after the collapse of socialism in 1989, gender and sexuality were critical sites of emerging civil society, as well as both global, liberal identification and heteronationalist backlash.6 Gender and sexuality have also been salient elements of Fidesz and Orbán’s intensifying national project. The Orbán government’s 2012 rewriting of the Hungarian constitution explicitly defined marriage and family as heterosexual institutions, Fidesz’s openly heteronormative late-1990s “Family Policy” has since 2010 blossomed into a system of pronatalist state policies symbolically and financially rewarding heterosexual reproduction, and Orbán has denounced European civil society funding for feminist, queer, and human rights organizations as undermining the Hungarian nation. In May 2020, the government further modified the constitution to clarify that “marriage” meant “the mother is a woman, the father is a man”; made it illegal for trans and intersex people to change their assigned birth gender; and officially repudiated the Istanbul Convention.7

Beyond the domains of feminist, gender, and queer studies, however, the significance of these gender- and heteronormative moves has remained largely unrecognized; indeed, gender and sexual politics are typically seen as indexes of other meanings and tensions rather than sites of power and struggle in their own right. Yet, important threads of modern social theory have recognized gender and sexuality as critical elements of the disciplinary and subjectifying grip of modern nationalism, pinpointing figures like homosexuals and mothers as key “constitutive Others” of the proper national citizen.8 Postsocialist scholarship, building upon such work, has viewed the politics of gender and reproduction as foundational to postsocialist nationalist resurgences.9 More recently, a growing body of research, including my own work on Hungary, has argued that the exclusion of queer sexualities has been crucial to not only postsocialist national identity and community, but queer struggles to create alternative forms of belonging.10 These analyses underscore a fundamental lesson of Foucauldian biopower: the profound intimacy of power, and the significance of gendered and sexualized bodily meanings and practices for its production and naturalization.11 The persistent presence of gendered and sexualized Others in the entangled histories of biopolitical modernity and nationalism suggests that these constitute specifically heteronational forms of power.12 Postcolonial scholars of sexuality have pointed out, however, that they also emerged in relation to imperial and colonial modernity’s geotemporal, civilizational hierarchies,13 and are not merely phenomena of the past, but continue to structure present relations of domination and resistance.14 Recent scholarship has shown that this is as true of “Europe’s (internal) East” as it is of non-European spaces: presocialist discourses defined Eastern Europeanness through reference to boundaries between “primitive” sexual passion and “modern” sexual control, and proper scientific knowledge of these;15 practices such as homosexuality and oral sex served under socialism as indexes of the West’s decadence and the East’s moral (and scientific) superiority;16 and, as we shall see, current Western representations of postsocialist Eastern Europe’s problematic sexual intolerance are countered by the latter’s assertions of greater sexual-moral authenticity.17 These complex and comparative critical perspectives reveal crucial continuities, as well as significant shifts, across both space and time. They urge us to think in more nuanced ways about the relationships between sexualities and their politics, and processes of rupture and continuity both temporal and spatial, and how connected and disconnected, and divergent and convergent histories, and their personal and political meanings for different sexual subjects and communities, shape and are shaped by multiply located bodies and intimacies.18

Anthropologist Anna Tsing has noted that such complex, border-crossing negotiations cannot be approached in the abstract: they necessarily involve particular, practical “frictions”: concrete and specific tensions at once productive and destructive of people, movements, communities, parties, and governments.19 In this chapter, I explore some of these intimate, biopolitical frictions: two recent, interrelated controversies over gender and sexuality in postsocialist Hungary and their implications for Hungarian queer people and politics, Hungary’s intensifying heteronationalism, and how we understand both. In their very concrete particularities, such frictions reveal the intimate, everyday ways in which not only postsocialism’s original promise of greater social and political equality and inclusion, but postsocialism itself has fractured and fragmented. They can thus shatter our expectations of history’s possible directions and ends as well.



Bodies And Borders


Hungary’s first queer rights march took place in Budapest in 1997. Comprising fewer than 200 people, it was nonetheless widely hailed as a crucial sign of postsocialist success: queer participants spoke of their joy at “finally feeling like normal people in a normal country”; analysts wrote of a “litmus test” for Hungary’s progress on the path of democratic transition. Yet if the march, with rainbow flags and pink triangles, asserted global queerness and affiliation with a sexual-political history at odds with socialism’s supposed erasures, its practical association with nationally symbolic sites like Heroes’ Square (Hösök tere) claimed national belonging as well,20 and thus connection with different postsocialist trajectories. These publicly signaled bonds to multiple pasts, presents, and futures, both national and global, inspired new everyday practices: new possibilities for postsocialist Hungarian queer people to live and build community more openly.

After ten years of peaceful marching with only scattered and peaceful opposition, however, in 2007 and again in 2008 the Budapest Pride March was violently attacked by massed nationalists and neo-Nazis. Stones, bottles, smoke bombs, and urine-filled eggs were thrown at marchers; numerous people were injured, some beaten so badly they were hospitalized.21 As I have written elsewhere, for many Hungarian queer people, and others, the attacks occasioned a profound spatio-temporal shock, undermining assumptions of the country’s, and their own, postsocialist location and directionality. In postattack discussions, queer people spoke of the “primitive” nature of their attackers, of how what had happened was “purely Balkan” in character, of wondering what country they were in. Such attacks, as one editorial on the queer website Pride.hu lamented, disrupted the nature of postsocialist history: “[The attacks go] against the precisely sketched progress of history … looking from this perspective it is also possible that the country is not sliding back in time, but rather in space.” Hungary, the author observed, could now be counted as part of a “retrograde union” with Russia, Lithuania, Serbia, and Kazakhstan.22

The attacks also produced profound practical changes in the march. In the name of social minority “protection,” police presence increased dramatically, and a double cordon of barricades was established along its entire route. These moves provoked intense debate in the queer community. While some marchers were grateful that the barricades prevented further attacks, others drew fraught comparisons with socialist-era repression, noting that the cordons had “hermetically sealed” the march off from what made Pride meaningful: its visibility in Budapest’s everyday spaces and symbolic sites. These effects were both political and personal. One marcher next to me in 2009 muttered, “These damn fences make me feel like I’m some kind of strange animal inside a zoo.” Another woman lamented, as we threaded lines of barricades and riot police at the 2012 march, “I feel like we’re vanishing.” The attacks also ushered in a new politics of queer respectability, creating other borders internal and external. In response to the first attacks, the 2008 Budapest Pride March was renamed the Gay Dignity Procession (Meleg Méltoság Menet). Mandatory premarch checks were introduced: volunteers searched people entering the cordon for potentially dangerous objects or signs of antiqueer intent. March organizers published safety guidelines advising against open display of queer symbols or behavior outside the march. Longstanding queer community debates about proper gender and sexual behavior intensified: some denounced trans presence and sexualized behavior at marches as “provocative”; others defended trans people and open sexuality as vital to queer life and politics. In concert with the now openly violent stance of the right wing, these debates shifted everyday queer behaviors far beyond the march. On one hand, several queer people confessed to me that the situation had led them to try to look less “queer” or to curtail public demonstrations of same-sex affection; on the other, tensions between those seeking “respectable” queerness and those whose saw queerness’s essence precisely in challenging respectability tightened. Ultimately, these frictions led the march organizers, Rainbow Mission Foundation (Szivárvány Misszió Alapítvány), to reconsider the risks of too much safety and dignity. In 2012 they changed the name of the march back to Budapest Pride. In 2017, declaring it “outrageous that in Hungary today, police can cage a peaceful crowd instead of concentrating on violent protesters” and that the cordons violated marchers’ constitutional rights, organizers implicitly invoked postsocialism’s early democratic promise against both past socialist and present nationalist repressions and renounced the cordons, calling for “open, inclusive visibility.”23

Yet the attacks on Pride, and its cordoning, reshaped the Hungarian right wing’s bordering of belonging as well. Since 1997, opposition to the march had been situated in the spatialized and temporalized language of the heteronation, declaring queers and queerness “alien,” “foreign,” an un-Hungarian invasion from the West. Antimarch protesters bore posters with slogans like “Take your difference elsewhere!” and right-wing voices fulminated against queer presence amid the sacred sites of national history.24 Both attacks and struggle over the cordon materialized this rhetoric as embodied practice. Although some right-wing voices decried the police barricades, for preventing them from reaching marchers, the intimate violence of the attackers’ bodily brutality and resounding chants of “Filthy faggots!” (“Mocskos buzik!”) in fact mirrored those same cordons through which the Hungarian state “protected” queer people by rendering them separate and invisible. This profound postsocialist irony was underscored by the surreal juxtaposition of police and government insistence on maintaining the cordons despite both queer activists’ rejection of such “protection” and the open avowal of the rabidly nationalist 64 Counties Youth Movement (Hatvannégy Vármegye Ifjúsági Mozgalom), some of Pride’s most vicious attackers, that they wanted the cordon: by “caging the gays,” they admitted, the state was actually fulfilling their antiqueer goals for them. The critical biopolitical slippage here, in which protecting sexual minorities from heteronationalist attack becomes protecting the heteronation from sexual minorities, in which the formal politics of the heteronational state blurs with the everyday practices of right-wing homophobic violence, and in which postsocialism functions simultaneously as imagined departure from both (antinational) socialist past and (perverse) Western present—and in which certain possibilities for postsocialist embodiment are foreclosed by others—was made still more intimately evident when, in response to Budapest Pride’s 2017 rejection of the cordon’s protective erasure, nationalists blockaded Budapest’s Chain Bridge with a wall of black-clad bodies, bearing a banner announcing simply “We Are the Cordon.”25




“Ideology, not Science”: Re-Placing Gender Studies


In October 2018, almost immediately after being elected to a third term (with another overwhelming parliamentary majority), Viktor Orbán’s government removed gender studies from the national Ministry of Resources list of state-accredited (and thus funded) academic disciplines in Hungary. While the move was not a surprise (the previous August the government had floated plans for a ban), the issue seemed a small one: there were only two such programs in Hungary in the first place, one at the elite state university Eötvös Loránd Tudományegyetem, the other at the international Central European University.26 As had been the case with the Pride March, however, gender and sexuality—and thus gender studies—were in fact at the heart of Orbán and Fidesz’s hopes and fears for the Hungarian nation and the intimate, everyday lives of its citizens.

Part of the problem with such programs, Deputy Prime Minister Zsolt Semjén argued, was what he claimed were consistently low levels of interest and enrollment. More tellingly, however, Semjén also claimed that their work was “ideology” rather than “science.” Such a claim invoked powerful postsocialist tropes of the socialist past, and especially socialism’s espoused goal of “gender equality,” as unnatural social engineering. Through such tropes politicians, parties, and governments in Hungary and elsewhere had legitimized often contrasting visions of post-1989 postsocialist transformation as returns to not merely democratic capitalism or the presocialist nation, but to the natural gendered order imagined to undergird both.27 This invocation allowed Fidesz to frame its attack on gender studies as a defense of natural, universal, and essentially Hungarian “truths” in several critical ways. First, its stance against gender studies allowed Fidesz to position itself as the guardian of not just science, but human nature itself. Dismissing as “absurd” the idea that gender was a social construct, Deputy Prime Minister Semjén argued: “There are things that are quite simply biologically determined, such as the issue of gender; whether someone is a woman or a man is a biological fact.” Similarly, Orbán’s chief of staff, Gergely Gulyás, declared: “The Hungarian government is of the clear view that people are born either men or women.”28 Second, their (anti)gender politics positioned Orbán and Fidesz as the defenders of Hungary and its future from the harmful ideologies of the past socialist and liberal postsocialist periods, creating a powerful relationship between gender borders and those linking Hungary’s past, present, and future. Implicitly fusing the (imagined) psychic-spiritual damage of leftist socialism to the (also imagined) effects of liberal postsocialism, sociologist Balint Botond wrote in the progovernment newspaper Hungarian Times (Magyar Idõk) that gender studies had to be eliminated because “gender-faithful liberals have already caused irreparable harm in the souls of generations growing up in the past decades [a period tellingly left undefined]. We need to fight them without compromise and achieve a complete victory, otherwise they will end up destroying us.”29 Critically, this threat to the simultaneously biological and spiritual nation was one of space as well as time: these “liberals” and their faith in “gender” were fundamentally alien to the nation. More than a year before the “ban,” Lörinc Nacsa, head of the Association of Young Christian Democrats (IKSZ; Ifjúsági Kereszténydemokrata Szövetséget), declared gender studies’ presence in Hungary the result of the “pressure” of a global “gender and gay lobby” (gender- és meleglobbi—a common bugbear of the Hungarian right). That cabal’s proponents, Nacsa warned, “do not help the rise of our nation, they even destroy the value-centered thinking that is still present in Central European countries”: the discipline not only “deal[s] with a subject that has no benefit to Hungarian society,” but “by studying sexual minorities and deepening feminist philosophy” actively puts at risk “the future of Hungary” itself.30 Fidesz and Orbán thus blended rhetorics of rupture—positioning themselves as the saviors of a postsocialism that would at last restore the gender and sexual traditions of the presocialist Hungarian nation despite the damage of intervening socialist and postsocialist pasts—and continuity: resurrecting socialist sexual-political discourses to also suggest that only Fidesz could resist the decadent West’s perverse existential threat. The existence of gender studies was thus far more than an academic question: it was a threat—both past and present, internal and external—to not only the Hungarian nation’s survival, but its proper relationship to past, present, and future.

Rooted as far back as its late 1990s “Family Policy,” Fidesz’s attack on gender studies was also the inevitable consequence of the party’s profound reorientation from its original vision of pro-Western, pro-democratic opposition to socialism to explicitly nationalist goals. Central to this stance was a vision of “traditional” gender and sexuality as key markers of national resistance to both the gender and sexual politics of Hungarian socialism, and what founding Fidesz member and then-president of the Hungarian Parliament László Kövér, at Fidesz’s party congress in 2015, called the West’s “gender madness.” These frictions between internal and external enemies, past and present, wove together symbolic and material structures, everyday gender and sexual behaviors, roles, and relationships; biopolitically, they also entwined individual self-realization with collective, national realization. They drove a marked proliferation of political speech following Orbán’s election in 2010 in which Fidesz more and more openly declared women biologically destined to be primarily mothers, childbearers, carers, and homemakers. In 2015, Kövér also commented, “When our girls give birth to our grandchildren, we want them to regard it as the defining moment of their self-realization”; in 2017 Fidesz vice president Szilard Nemeth exhorted women to “give birth for the country” to increase its population. The same frictions inspired Fidesz’s 2011 rewriting of the Hungarian constitution to not only redefine marriage as a strictly heterosexual institution, “the conjugal union of a man and a woman,” but the family as both based on the marriage of a man and a woman and “the basis for survival of the nation.” That Fidesz’s vision of Hungarian national survival was explicitly reproductive was made clear by the immediately following declaration that “Hungary shall promote the commitment to have and raise children”; that it was explicitly heteronormative was made clear by their further modification, in 2020, that marriage meant a situation “where the husband is a man and the wife is a woman.” While the pronatalist tone of these rhetorics and policies was in important ways reminiscent of Hungarian socialism’s moments of pronatalism, crucial disjunctures illuminate postsocialism’s complexly cross-cutting and intersecting (dis)continuities: Orbán and Fidesz have positioned themselves with and against a range of competing pasts and presents: the shifting reproductive politics of the socialist state, at times pronatalist, at others antinatalist; the briefly resurgent liberal gender and reproductive politics of early postsocialism; and an imagined West of declining (heterosexual) marriage and birth rates.

These symbolically potent pronatalist discourses were accompanied by concrete social and economic policies. A state regime financially encouraging reproductive marriage and family life, including cash rewards for families with multiple children, substantial tax reductions, and subsidized government loans for the purchase of cars or houses for parents of three or more children constructed a new biopolitical infrastructure for Orban’s new Hungarian heteronation; revealingly, by 2021 the government had nationalized the country’s entire fertility center network.31 This reproductive heteronationalism implicated an extensive web of roles, relationships, and everyday practices, reshaping people’s everyday lives, from reproductive choices to a wide range of other personal, social, and economic behaviors. As had socialist policies and practices in their own day, it articulated people’s everyday gendered and sexual desires and practices with the structures of postsocialist national order. People had negotiated their everyday gendered and sexual lives around shifting pro- and antinatalist policies of Hungarian socialism, altering the balance of time and energy dedicated to domestic and state labor, and the rhythms and visibilities of their sexual lives.32 Fidesz’s heteronational regime similarly encouraged couples to have previously unplanned third children, purchase new homes and cars, or, more painfully, bear and raise unwanted children—or in the case of same-sex couples, abandon dreams of legal partnership and parenthood. More indirectly, such discourses and policies have compelled nonmarried and nonreproductive individuals and couples to compete upon social fields at a material and symbolic disadvantage. The Fidesz gender regime has thus materialized a countermodel to both past socialism’s and present Western “gender madness.” It was precisely such madness and challenge to the everyday, intimate practices of national gender and sexuality, reproduction and kinship, that Orbán and Fidesz saw the field of gender studies to promote. As Kövér’s 2015 speech also declared, further blurring dangers gendered and sexual, past and present, “We don’t want to turn Hungary into a futureless society of man-hating women and woman-fearing, feminine men who only see children and families as an obstacle to self-fulfillment.”

Most of the outrage that met Orbán’s move against gender studies represented it as an effort to ban the discipline. What actually occurred, however, was more ingenious, and more revealing. Rather than a ban—the creation of mere absence where gender studies had been—the government officially established a new discipline in its place called Economics of Family Policy and Public Policies for Human Development (Családpolitika és az emberi fejlődésre vonatkozó közpolitikák közgazdaságtanában), with defined fields of expertise such as “family decisions,” “population matters,” “family assistance,” and “child protection and children’s rights.” A fraudulent “ideology” undermining not merely gender distinctions but the national health and continuity that depended on them was thus replaced by a “scientific” field supporting both the natural facticity of the biological nation and the Fidesz government’s heteronationalist claims about it. While, in the words on Facebook of a member of the Central European University (CEU) Gender Studies faculty, it seemed as if gender studies had “suddenly disappeared,” in fact, in the place of both the discipline itself and the imagined gender regimes of socialism, liberal postsocialism, and the West a biopolitically reinforced Hungarian heteronation had emerged, its ideological character neatly naturalized by its contrast to all of these.

Critically, all these changes weave together material and symbolic practices, structures of practice and selfhood: the disappearance of not just an institutional discipline, but of ways of knowing and being. Everyday intimate practices, social networks, entire lives and communities traversing in imagination and action borders of gender, sexuality, and nation are replaced by others equally shaped by such borders, but in very different ways. Hungarian heteronationalism’s “war on gender” has transformed the everyday lives of scholars and students engaging in these realms of inquiry. It has altered professional and life plans, and redirected or foreclosed real people’s intellectual, emotional, and practical resources and capabilities. The flight to Vienna of CEU, with all its gender (and other) scholars and students, has erased from Hungarian life the everyday presence and visibility of countless words and actions opening alternative possibilities for gender and sexual life and thought, as has the lesser-known but very real silencing or self-exiling of numerous Hungarian queer and feminist activists. The case of Éva, a doctoral graduate of CEU Gender Studies who was simply unable to work or teach as a queer scholar in Hungary and who, although deeply attached to her life, queer activism, and family there, was forced to leave the country, is only one of many. The same is true of Márta, a long-time Hungarian lesbian activist, who told me, nearly a year after CEU’s departure from Budapest, “Now there is nowhere in Hungary for me to go to learn these possibilities!” If they wish to explore scholarly perspectives on gender and sexuality, and the life options, personal and professional, these can open, Márta and others like her must turn westward, leaving behind other, once possible lives—and other, once possible Hungarys. Such changes profoundly shift the possibilities of intimate and everyday life—here, too, not a disappearance, but an orienting away from the nation of certain ways of knowing and being differently. For others, Hungary’s increasing heteronationalism and both its politics of knowledge and biopolitical materialities may mean not merely the impossibility of ever learning about gender and sexual alternatives, and differing ways of looking, feeling, and acting, of living and loving, but vastly increased risks to exploring these, or mobilizing socially or politically on their behalf.33 This has reshaped the everyday lives and practices of many queer Hungarians: those whose behaviors and experiences at Budapest Pride were constrained following the attacks described above, but also the young same-sex couple who angrily admitted to me that in the last several years they have stopped holding hands when they walk through Budapest’s Belváros (City Center). Or the group of CEU Gender Studies students who, just a year or so before the university left Hungary, felt safe at a long-tolerant club to engage in a little gender and sexually transgressive dancing, only to be violently attacked by other, vocally antiqueer clubbers; and the attendees of a queer-friendly community center in Budapest in 2019 quietly watching a film about homophobic bullying in schools who, when violently invaded and threatened by thugs from the nationalist Our Homeland Movement (Mi Hazánk Mozgalom) carrying banners proclaiming “Stop LGBT Propaganda!” and “Zero Tolerance!” saw their relation to the heteronation brutally confirmed when the police, who finally arrived, simply stood there and watched.34 Dramatically transforming the borders of gendered and sexual possibility, such changes crystallize the possible, and impossible, intimate, everyday practices of the heteronation, and locate other (im)possibilities elsewhere, beyond the temporal and spatial borders of Hungarian postsocialism.




Conclusion



There is a dividing line that starts from the Baltics and runs all the way along the western borders of Poland, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary and Slovenia. To the west of this line are those countries that have already abandoned the protection of the family; everywhere to the east of the line, on the other hand, family-friendly policies have prevailed; nowhere is same-sex marriage accepted.

—Viktor Orbán, in the progovernment newspaper Hungarian Times (Magyar Idök), December 2015.35



As I write this conclusion, the Fidesz-dominated Hungarian Parliament has just passed, by 157 votes to 1, a new law, “On stricter action against pedophile offenders and amending certain laws to protect children.”36 Similar to (and likely modeled on) the notorious 2013 Russian “anti-gay propaganda” law, the Hungarian law bans the representation in advertising, educational materials, or any media content accessible to people under eighteen of any information considered by the government to promote “deviation from gender identity, gender reassignment and homosexuality.” Justified as necessary for protecting the nation’s children—as a Hungarian government spokesperson stated, “There are contents children under a certain age may misunderstand which may have a detrimental effect on their development (…) which could confuse their developing moral values or their image of themselves or the world”37—the ban is expected to profoundly curtail queer visibility, dramatically restrict queer and feminist activism, and perhaps even finally, after twenty-four years, ban the Budapest Pride march.

The shock occasioned for so many by this heteronationalist move seems to me a symptom of both our persisting expectations—despite all that has happened in the postsocialist world since 1989—of the apolitical nature of the intimate, and—despite all that has happened in the postsocialist world since 1989—of the necessarily (uni-)directional nature of history. Yet the stories I have related here challenge both these still all too dominant narratives of postsocialist (and other) transformation.

On the one hand, these stories reveal that, rather than merely marginal or indexical phenomena, gender and sexuality are in fact foundational elements of how postsocialist nations and nationalisms are secured and sustained, and everyday desires and practices articulated with their orders. Here gender and sexuality function as complex and crucial hinges: supporting Orbán’s reinvention of Hungary as the necessary counterspace/time to both the socialist past’s unnaturalness and the West’s “deviant, failed Enlightenment”—a “real Europe” (in Orbán’s words) of natural intimacies and stable gender, sexual, and national identities, roles, and relations.38 Histories, then, are not merely (or even primarily) shaped by formal political structures, but in and through the frictions, fractures, and fragments, contingent structures and everyday practices, of knowledge, being, and power: worked out amid the frictions of past and present, national and transnational, state and society; fought out on the biopolitical terrain of bodies’ everyday attractions and repulsions, tensions and confrontations, (in)visibilities and (im)possibilities.

On the other hand, these stories demonstrate clearly that history (always?) travels in more than one direction—and manner. Our imaginings of postsocialism have tended to present it in two mutually exclusive ways. One is as an upward trajectory of liberal reform and inclusive citizenship—a distinct rupture with socialism’s unnatural, antidemocratic “deviation,” a “return” to “Europeanness,” “modernity,” and “normal history” signaled by the “litmus tests” of Pride marches and gender studies. The other is as a history always already compromised—an inevitable continuity, in which both socialism and postsocialist nationalism’s “return of the repressed” are merely differing expressions of essential Eastern difference, of a region again pursuing its natural path of deviance from modern morality and politics. Here, Hungarian heteronationalism’s intolerance of queerness and critical approaches to “gender” ultimately serve as merely an Other litmus test: proving its inescapable geotemporality. Yet, as we have seen from these stories of gender and sexual politics, the postsocialist politics of heteronationalism do not in fact emerge from, or signify, either rupture or continuity, whether spatial or temporal: they are, rather, complex entanglements of both. In this sense, history itself can “shatter”—travel in multiple directions—precisely through the productive force of such intimate frictions. For it is ultimately through its complex, simultaneous targeting of the knowledges, discourses, and practices of the everyday intimacies of gender and sexuality that the multifarious, divergent, (dis) connecting enactment of the heteronation is most clearly revealed: happily heterosexist yet angrily heteronormative; profoundly structural yet deeply personal; creating both continuities and ruptures between different spaces—national and transnational; East and West—and different times—presocialist, socialist, and postsocialist; always at once past, present, and future.
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	28. http://www.atv.hu/belfold/20180813-Semjén-senki-nem-akar-genderologust-foglalk oztatni-igy-kepezni-sem-kell.

	29. “Hungary to Stop Financing Gender Studies Courses: PM Aide,” Reuters, August 14, 2018, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-hungary-government-education/hungary-to-stop-financing-gender-studies-courses-pm-aide-idUSKBN1KZ1M0.

	30. https://444.hu/2017/02/17/hozza-tud-melto-modon-jarulni-a-jovohoz-az-elte-vagy-kiszolgalja-a-gender-es-meleglobbi-nyomulasat.

	31. Éva Fodor, The Gender Regime of Anti-Liberal Hungary (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2022). Here, too, while some of these policies and institutional structures resembled those of Hungarian socialism, their more explicitly national-reproductive ends reveal postsocialist heteronationalism’s complex mixture of continuity and discontinuity.

	32. Joanna Goven, “The Gendered Foundations of Hungarian Socialism: State, Society, and the Anti-Politics of Anti-Feminism, 1948–1990” (PhD diss., University of California, Berkeley, 1993); and Lynn Haney, Inventing the Needy: Gender and the Politics of Welfare in Hungary (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002).

	33. I certainly do not mean to imply that gender studies programs represent the only source of information for Hungarians (or anyone, anywhere) regarding alternative or non-normative gender and sexual identities—or potential mobilization on their bases. There are, of course, other important sources such as the internet and social media—as well as the queer activists who continue to work in Hungary despite the weight of the heteronational atmosphere, and the knowledge transmitted by more private forms of everyday queer life and community. In this sense, there is no question that queer Hungarians continue to demonstrate resistance and agency despite the current conditions—as the recent publication of (and right-wing panic over) the 2020 publication of Wonderland Is for Everyone (Meseország Mindenkié), a book of gender, sexual, race, and disability-inclusive fairytales for children, so clearly shows (see Renkin, “Grief, Time”). Nonetheless, the public availability of knowledge about diversity of gender and sexuality, non-normative gender and sexual politics, and the possibility of their public visibility matters greatly as well for people’s ability to find and pursue these kinds of questions—particularly in an environment where such representations and even the possibility of critical discourses has been, and continues to be, so authoritatively and intensively limited (see the conclusion to this chapter).
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	37. Jennifer Rankin, “Hungary Passes Laws Banning LGBT Content in Schools or Kids’ TV,” Guardian, June 15, 2021, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/jun/15/hungary-passes-law-banning-lbgt-content-in-schools.

	38. In another postsocialist irony, of course, the visibility of Orbán’s and Fidesz’s heteronational stance has ultimately made gender and sexuality more central, parts of the nation (and so of postsocialism and history it self)—thereby also making space for the intimate desires, practices, and relations of queer resistance: the embattled yet continuing struggles of Budapest Pride; the more hidden, yet persistent, work of Hungarian gender scholars.
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6 Eradicating Socialist Internationalism


The Expulsion of Foreign Students in Postsocialist Bulgaria

Raia Apostolova

Nearly A Decade Ago, Christina Schwenkel Argued That International mobility was deeply woven into socialist societies—a point clearly demonstrated by the thousands of students and workers who took part in exchange programs between Asia, Africa, Latin America, and the Socialist Bloc.1 In this respect, the People’s Republic of Bulgaria (PRB) was no exception. Until the late 1980s, educating Third World students was encouraged as a form of solidarity that would fulfill Bulgaria’s “internationalist duties” in the training of future socialist cadres.2 The end of socialism in 1989 signified a radical rupture from these practices and political rationales, as Bulgaria sought to take its place within the European order. Mass deportations, sacking of laborers, and changes in foreigners’ legal rights were among the outcomes of this process in Bulgaria—and other parts of the Eastern Bloc—constituting a wave of expulsions in the 1990s.3

This chapter engages with the question of why and how previously held internationalist values were eradicated from educational, institutional, and political structures in Bulgaria after 1989. This question is not exclusively my own. Former exchange students who graduated in Bulgaria between the late 1980s and early 1990s posed similar questions, namely: Why isn’t Bulgaria continuing its relationship with us? Why are educational programs between African countries and Bulgaria no longer in existence? These questions were posed by the twenty-seven individuals who were interviewed for the JustEdu project.4 If the relation to the “Other” mirrors national aspirations, then exploring the conjunctural reconfigurations in the field of international mobilities illuminates the racial dimensions of nation building during postsocialism. As such, it sheds light on the “whitening” of Eastern Europe more generally during this period. In the case of Bulgarian universities, such “whitening” involved rendering certain populations invisible. As sociologist Svetla Koleva recently claimed in an interview for Bulgarian National Radio: the “institutional invisibility of [African students] is actually the most visible trace of Bulgaria’s educational system prior to 1989.”5

This chapter analyzes how students from Africa, Latin America, and Asia were constituted as “foreign friends” and part of socialist Bulgaria’s internationalist project. As a corollary, it considers how this “friendship” produced aspirations within such students for continued enhancement of their material conditions. It then examines how political and economic measures implemented after 1989 were used to essentially coerce foreign students to leave the country. These included administrative initiatives that turned foreigners’ education into a free market enterprise—a necessary step in discontinuing previously established patterns of social inclusion deemed “communist.” Efforts to administratively force foreigners out of the country, a political strategy designed to bring Bulgaria closer to a communist-free and democratic future, occurred simultaneously with increased everyday racial violence against African and Asian students and workers, revealing deep-seated postsocialist nationalist and anticommunist sentiments. In addition to administrative practices, this included discursive practices. Thus, the semantic cross-pollination of “foreigners” and “communists” in the 1990s transformed foreign nationals into unwanted residues of the communist past, culminating in the mass (and forced) exodus of foreign students from Bulgaria after 1989. This was part of larger transformations taking place throughout the former Eastern Bloc in the 1990s: as Eastern European countries sought to “return to Europe,” they broke from earlier discourses and practices of inclusion, in particular socialist internationalism and engagements with countries in the Global South.

My analysis draws on archival documents from the Council of Ministers (CM), the Institute for Foreign Students (IFS), the Central Committee of the Bulgarian Communist Party (CCBCP), the Ministry of Internal Affairs (MIA), and twenty-seven interviews conducted with former students from Tanzania, Benin, Nigeria, Ghana, Zambia, and Congo who resided in Bulgaria between the early 1980s and the 1990s. Arriving in Bulgaria—a country many had never heard of—in their early twenties, these students were eager to receive an advanced education. Stemming from different socioeconomic backgrounds, the students viewed the exchanges as opportunities for upward mobility and for receiving an advanced education, which was unavailable to them in their home countries, though some also came to Bulgaria out of curiosity. While some were drawn to Bulgaria because of its socialist ideology, most students were apolitical and generally ignored the ideological aspects of their education in Bulgaria.



From Inclusion To Expulsion


In a 2005 study, Anna Krasteva claimed that Bulgaria’s “ethnocultural diversity” creates epistemic conditions for the exclusion of immigrants as carriers of diversity—a result of communist societies’ closed character.6 Articles published in the same volume, however, revealed a starkly different reality, demonstrating how socialism, through student and worker exchanges in the 1960s and 1970s, created conditions for the formation of immigrant communities in Bulgaria. Given that socialist Bulgaria was not an inert or closed society, how might we explain the about-face of postsocialist governments after 1989? How, as a result of political conjuncture, did Bulgaria move from promoting socialist internationalism to promoting antiforeignism (in particular against Third World nationals), which it considered necessary for successfully transitioning to liberal democracy?

While research on the relationship between socialist and postcolonial spaces and peoples is prodigious, there has been no sustained analysis of the exclusion processes that occurred in the former Eastern Bloc during the 1990s. Saskia Sassen’s notion of expulsion as “people, enterprises, and places expelled from the core social and economic orders of our time” is helpful in this regard, as it incorporates the social and political aspects of economic processes, enabling an examination of its workings in various contexts.7 Although Sassen focuses on expulsions in economies that transitioned from Keynesian logics of social inclusion to neoliberal logics of exclusion, here I analyze them with reference to the transition from a planned to a free market economy. To understand the rationale behind postsocialist expulsions in Bulgaria, Sassen’s “logics of social inclusion,” which eventually became an expensive economic and symbolic burden for the restoration of “democracy,” needs to be explored.




The Politics Of Friendship


In Bulgaria, students from postcolonial countries could enroll in undergraduate and graduate education via three types of stipends provided by states (either Bulgaria or the student’s country of origin), international organizations (e.g., UNESCO), or Bulgarian-based mass organizations (e.g., the Committee for Solidarity with the Peoples of Africa and Asia; the Bulgarian Trade Union). Alternatively, they could be self-sponsored.8 Foreign students were implicitly separated into two categories by the Bulgarian state: those who didn’t have a particular affiliation with communist and progressive movements and those who associated with “communist, revolutionary-democratic, national-liberation, and progressive” parties.9 Both types of students, however, had equal access to education and public services.10 The training of cadres from postcolonial countries was considered necessary for socialist modernization, thus exchange programs aimed to provide students with knowledge for the “building of socialism” in their home countries.11 To this end, the Bulgarian Communist Party’s 1969 July Plenum called for comprehensive educational reform, including increasing the number of Third World nationals in the country at the expense of students from socialist countries, strengthening the class dimension in recruitment, and increasing the number of state sponsorships at the expense of self-sponsored arrivals.12 This “Third World” turn in education was rationalized as an “important internationalist task” in accordance with COMECON’s decision to widen member states’ reception and training of foreign students to “respond to the needs of developing countries.”13 The relationship between socialist countries and revolutionary states took the form of “establishing friendships.” While these friendships assumed different forms of cooperation, student exchanges between socialist and postcolonial countries enhanced the strategic importance of the concept.14 Now, educators had to work with students who were not necessarily convinced communists as their countries often oscillated between capitalist and socialist modernity.

This semantic representation placed a distinctive figure at the center of educational politics: the “friends.” Friends were constituted as subjects of politics from a part of the world that was organizing itself against a common enemy (i.e., capitalist imperialists). They were also a subject in politics as the PRB encouraged them to take part in federations that organized international symposiums, to distribute political pamphlets, and to participate in political demonstrations to raise awareness about the atrocities committed against the peoples of Africa, Asia, and the Arab world. Foreign students were also a subject of future politics, as they were expected to use their newly acquired knowledge to foster socialist relations at home. As a 1967 document written by the Commission for the Work with Foreign Students indicates, foreign students in the PRB were considered “capital” that “cannot be wasted.”15 Mass organizations and educational institutions were thus expected to continue their relationships with students after their return home. This included sending them scientific literature, encouraging them to actively participate in events organized by Bulgarian embassies, and continuously distributing socialist propaganda from Bulgaria.16

“Friendship” presupposed equal access to social reproduction infrastructures such as educational, leisure, transportation, and health care services. In some cases, these services did not live up to students’ expectations, as Kafil, a Tanzanian who arrived in Sofia in 1984 when he was in his twenties, remembered:


[In Tanzania] we lived in poverty, so we were expecting to see modern things [in Bulgaria]. But later, we discovered that life in Bulgaria is very equal. There was equality. Professors and students, we all rode the bus, the ticket was 0,06 BGN. With the stipend of 110 BGN, we could live quite securely.17



Integrationist strategies, which were part of the PRB’s “friendly” policies, supported students’ adjustment to everyday life in Bulgaria. As such, students were enrolled in Bulgarian language courses and had access to canteens, dormitories, subsidized holidays, and vocational training. Our interlocutors had fond memories of their teachers and professors, whose names they still remembered. Amadi, who is from Benin, recalled that IFS teachers walked around town with them and took them shopping in an effort to help them learn the language and experience everyday life in Bulgaria. In addition to enjoying state-sponsored vacations in Black Sea and mountain resorts, attending concerts, and traveling around Bulgaria, the students met people from all over the world. They also recalled interactions with “ordinary” Bulgarians, namely outside the educational sphere, including the warm welcome they received from Bulgarians who were genuinely curious about their lives back home. Such exchanges often led to long-lasting friendships.

Yet, foreign students’ experiences were not always pleasant. Kafil recalled encountering everyday racism more than once, noting that African students had problems with the militia, who at times exhibited racist behavior. Additionally, other interviewees recalled hearing racist remarks in shops and on buses. This was especially the case when the foreign students were in the company of Bulgarian women. Indeed, stories of “whispering behind their backs” and fights due to their relationships with Bulgarian women were common. Racism was evident at official levels as well. In 1964 the Ministry of People’s Education called attention to the “behavior of some Bulgarian female students” studying abroad. In a previously “top-secret” document, the Bulgarian ambassador in Hungary expressed concern about Bulgarian women who had entered into intimate relations with men from Africa and other “non-European countries.” The alarmist tone of the letter reflected racialized undertones: “We [the country] either have to endure the situation … or undertake measures towards the ending of such relationships … which of course, if not done carefully, could have adverse consequences for us.” The “adverse consequences” that concerned the ambassador were the internal contradictions related to antiracist policies and everyday practices exhibited toward the PBR’s “friends.”18 As racism was antithetical to socialist ideology, such sentiments risked undermining the positive relations with “developing countries” that Bulgaria sought to cultivate. Members of the CCBCP sought to distance themselves from this inconvenient reality by ascribing expressions of racism to uneducated or psychopathic “elements” in Bulgaria, thereby avoiding the problem altogether.

The consequence of such avoidance would rear its head after the collapse of socialism, as racial violence became a vehicle for displaying anticommunism by skinhead groups.19 This “friendship” between the PRB and anticolonial movements thus clashed with the approach taken by postsocialist governments, namely “the friends of my enemies are my enemies.” Visible bearers of socialist internationalism, foreign students, after 1989, were constituted as residues of the communist past that needed to be rapidly extricated from the social fabric. As one of my interlocuters—a translator of Arabic who worked for the international department of the CCBCP and was later lecturer to Third World unionists—noted, “the conceptual apparatus [in the early 1990s] became completely confused.” He concluded that intellectuals and opponents of communism started to identify as democrats, which, in the lexicon of that time, simply meant anticommunists. Thus, he could not help but notice that attitudes toward foreigners had changed because it was assumed they were communists. African, Asian, and Arab students were guilty by association.




From Friendship to Enmity


At the beginning of 1989, nothing indicated that Bulgaria would soon suspend relations with “fraternal” states in the Third World. When, in 1985, Czechoslovakia dramatically decreased the number of Vietnamese workers allowed into the country and East Germany threatened to halt exchange programs altogether, the Bulgarian leadership invited Vietnamese laborers to Bulgaria.20 The situation in the area of education was similar, with Bulgarian universities receiving students from abroad and the IFS continuing its training programs. Indeed, in 1989, the Academy of Social Sciences and Social Management (ASSSM) even called for an increase in foreign students’ stipends and an improvement of their material circumstances.21

Within months, however, politically affiliated students (PAFS; foreign students who were associated with communist, trade unionist, and revolutionary movements or holders of scholarships sponsored by the Communist Party and affiliated organizations) went from being friends to enemies.22 On November 3, 1989, Bulgaria witnessed its first demonstration against the BCP, organized by the environmental group Ecoglasnost. A week later, Communist Party leader Todor Zhivkov was forced by members of the Politburo to resign as first chairman of the State Council and general secretary of the CCBCP. Political crisis within the BCP, developments in the Eastern Bloc, and growing protests by dissident groups thus facilitated regime change in Bulgaria. Democratic elections were held in June 1990, with the Bulgarian Socialist Party (BSP) competing against the Union of the Democratic Forces (UDF).23 Unlike other Eastern European countries, where the first democratic elections were won by opponents of communism, in Bulgaria the BSP earned a majority (52.75 percent). Nonetheless, the campaigns of both political parties were organized in view of the “recent past,” with the BSP “demarcating itself from Zhivkov and his entourage” and the UDF issuing a slander campaign against the communist past.24 The “recent past”—including Bulgaria’s financial support for anticolonial movements and postcolonial states—would fuel political passions in the coming years.

As in other former socialist states, in Bulgaria internationalism and developmental aid to postcolonial states fell victim to micro- and macroeconomic restructuring and a nationalism cloaked in financial anxieties over excessive spending on “developing” countries.25 Anthropologist Maxim Matusevich describes the departure of foreign students in the 1990s as a “logical end” to the encounter between Africa and the USSR; the result of a perestroika that blamed domestic shortcomings on expenses in the Third World and of disgruntled Bulgarians who construed foreigners as “privileged” because of their access to certain goods.26 While the types of nationalisms in Bulgaria at the time were as varied as the political parties, a common trope used by all was the “intersection between anti-internationalism … and anti-communism.”27 Rossen Djagalov, in his analysis of the post-Soviet Russian liberal intelligentsia, concludes that their anticommunist and anti-internationalist hegemonic struggles transformed them into racializing actors in the 1990s.28 While these conclusions apply to postsocialist Bulgaria as well, my concern is with how racism was institutionalized via the rationales and practices used to administer expulsions. In Bulgaria, intensification of racist violence and political commitment to anticommunism were mutually reinforcing practices that created a climate in which the removal of foreigners—both from Bulgarian territory and the social fabric constitutive of their inclusion—became a primary strategy in the disintegration of socialist structures.

The BSP did not quite know how to respond to the conflation of anticommunism and antiforeignism. As the “recent past” became a weapon for the “discrediting and elimination of political opponents,” the party was forced to develop an ambiguous political identity vis-à-vis the socialist era.29 On the one hand, it had to distance itself from the past and represent itself as its democratic alternative. On the other hand, it could not completely renounce the past as that would have meant total depersonalization.30 Yet, as Iskra Baeva points out, the integration of the BSP into Western socialist internationalist structures required renouncing “totalitarian communists in the East.” Thus, the BSP was compelled to end previously “friendly” internationalist relations with Third World revolutionary and communist movements to conform to its newly generated image of a social democratic party of a Western type. Essentially, foreign students could no longer rely on their local “communist friends.”




Acceleration of Racist Violence


A common thread in our interviews was that although racist acts took place before 1989, their intensity was not comparable to that in the years that followed. Cipaye, a former student from Benin, recalled “there was a lot of effort put into ensuring foreigners lived securely … [but] towards the end of the socialist period things started to deteriorate.”31While Cipaye spoke of the decline in public services, he also mentioned openly racist behavior toward Africans. He noted that although he was on track to become a Bulgarian citizen in the 1990s, he chose to leave the country out of concern with growing material insecurity and racism.

The term “skinheads” appears in many former foreign students’ memories, which is not surprising given that such subcultures developed in Eastern European countries in the 1980s.32 However, such groups were not as prominent in Bulgaria as in the German Democratic Republic (GDR) or Hungary.33 While some interlocutors mentioned skinheads’ presence prior to 1989, they noted that they became more visible after the changes. Abeo, a Nigerian who studied at the ASSSM, claimed that starting in 1990, “nationalists became stern.” He remembered how, at a bus station in 1991, someone waved a Philip Morris cigarette in front of him, malevolently shouting: “Look! Your time is over! I can now buy whatever I want!” This comment by a random citizen illustrates the conflation of “foreigner” with “communist,” reflecting a common perception during the socialist period that foreign nationals were akin to the communist nomenklatura in their privileged consumption of Western goods, exemplified by the signifier “Philip Morris.” The collapse of communism thus emboldened public displays of racism, which, while in existence before 1989, had been subdued.

Malike, a Ghanian who graduated with a PhD in philosophy in 1991, recalled that after perestroika, intense anticommunist agitation took place and foreign students became objects of “ruder behavior.” He attributed this change to citizens’ impression that “somehow foreigners were part of the problem inherited in communism.” According to Malike, this created a sense among his compatriots that walking down the streets was not as safe as it had been. When asked whether such violence was provoked by the changes and if such sentiments existed prior to the collapse of socialism, Malike asserted: “Both. I think it is a bit mixed. Some wanted to do such stuff before that, but they could not. I believe there is a fine line.”34 Malike’s “fine line” captures the extent of racist violence after 1989. As noted, under socialism “non-European” foreigners were constituted in racialized terms, exemplified in the letter of the Bulgarian ambassador. His conscious efforts to mask racism, CCBCP’s uncomfortable murmur when faced with racist expressions and behaviors, and the party’s requirements for more internationalism-in-action within the ranks of mass organizations reveal prior awareness of the contradictions faced by an officially antiracist state. Public sentiments that construed foreigners as privileged, along with racist manifestations, were viewed by CCBCP members as acts of nationalism inherited from interwar capitalism and as evidence of poor training in internationalism within the ranks of mass organizations. These rationalizations produced a political strategy according to which ideological education acquired a privileged position vis-à-vis internal struggles against racism. Intellectuals and the CCBCP often called for intensified education in the “spirit of internationalism” and for a “determined struggle to overpower the residues of bourgeois nationalism and chauvinism.”35

In July 1990, Andrey Lukanov’s (BSP) Council of Ministers created “conditions for the accelerated return of Vietnamese citizens,” followed by the creation of an antiforeigner commission on August 5, 1991.36 By mid-1990, racial violence had become intolerable. In a letter to President Zhelyu Zhelev (UDF) from October 1990, the Union of Vietnamese Students warned of intensified violence against foreign students.37 They described the situation as “unacceptable” and feared it would grow out of control. At the same time, a symbolic war between different media outlets—those of the opposition and those of BSP—rapidly sought to define the place of Third World foreigners in the emerging postsocialist climate. Anticommunist newspapers such as Demokratsia and Podkrepa employed terms such as “Vietnamese syndrome” and “Vietnamada,” construing Vietnamese nationals as imports of communism who accumulated wealth without working. In this manner, heretofore “foreign friends” were rapidly marked as “foreign enemies” whose presence threatened Bulgaria’s efforts to “return” to a communist-free and democratic Europe.

The conflation of communist with foreigner and the transformation of foreign student as the subject par excellence of socialist internationalism to a carrier of a communist disease was politically expedient. Antiforeignism became a rhetorical device that signaled belonging to the democratic opposition and served as a basis for reinventing the national body, divorced from its postcolonial encounters. Accordingly, foreign workers were represented as an “impurity” (i.e., agents of social dumping), akin to the communist elite, impeding Bulgaria’s immanent path toward a free market economy. As such, both needed to be eradicated from the body politic or country.




Administering the Expulsions


By the 1989–1990 academic year, 2,300 foreign students had officially completed their education in Bulgaria as part of exchanges between Bulgarian communist organizations and foreign political organizations.38 After Andrey Lukanov, prime minister of Bulgaria between September and December 1990, resigned, a coalition government supported by the BSP, the UDF, and the Bulgarian Agrarian National Union (BANU) was formed, led by the independent Dimitar Popov.39 During Popov’s time in office, the social expulsion and eventual departure of PAFS was raised repeatedly. In a letter to Popov from January 1991, the minister of science and higher education, Georgy Fotev (Independent), listed the number of PAFS, their distribution according to political organizations, and the budget allocated to them.40 Fotev claimed that Lukanov had previously assured him that the government would work toward suspending PAFS applicants and stop subsidizing their travel, while allowing those already enrolled to finish their degrees. While Fotev was satisfied with the first two propositions, he demanded that the third one be reconsidered. Fotev was concerned that the financial support—4.2 billion leva for the 1990–1991 academic year for the remaining 940 PAFS (out of a total of 1,225 foreign students)—was beyond Bulgaria’s budget.41 Instead, Fotev suggested that the state suspend PAFS’ stipends and that students continue their studies at the expense of the successor political organizations that brought them to Bulgaria in the first place—even though these had been or were in the process of being dissolved.42

In August, the CM approved Decision #255, suspending support for foreign high school pupils, higher education students, PhDs, and trainees admitted to communist organizations.43 This soon led to a heated situation, including protests by foreign students and embassies. Addae, who was from Tanzania, recalls that prior to 1990, teachers “behaved with us like parents behave with children.” Having established good relations with his colleagues, Addae “felt quite at home” and assured us that while there were “elements for whom it was not easy to interact, those people were there, we could see them … but that was not the norm; that was not what Bulgarians stood for.” Addae graduated in fall 1991, and while he hoped to continue with his graduate studies, he was stuck in Bulgaria “without sponsorship, unable to continue [studying] as [he] couldn’t pay the enrollment fees.”44

In October 1991, new elections ousted Popov’s cabinet and the UDF took power with Philip Dimitrov as prime minister. Decision #255 was annulled, creating a diplomatic scandal. Furthermore, it led to a chaotic situation as foreign students continued to attend lectures, ate in the canteens, slept in the dormitories, and were even “getting ready to take part in final exams” without paying their student fees.45 “Practically, these students still have full student rights,” wrote the deputy minister of education, Vassilev. In another report written by Vassilev and Ganev (minister of foreign affairs), we learn that “the previous MC has not sufficiently taken into account the complexity and complication [stemming from the suspension of PAFS], the consequences for the students, and the problems before higher education institutions and respectively before our country.”46 At the same time, many Bulgarian universities barred from campus foreign students who had not paid tuition for the 1992–1993 academic year. Foreign students in turn protested Decision #255 for “unexpectedly and unjustly” taking away their sponsorship and requested full restoration of student rights and an improvement of their material conditions.47

Dimitrov’s government lost a no-confidence vote at the end of 1992, and the final decision regarding PAFS was left in the hands of Lyuben Berov’s (an Independent, supported by the party of the Turkish minority, the Movement for Rights and Freedoms) cabinet.48 Shortly after assuming power, Berov’s cabinet took a retroactive decision that transferred the responsibility for foreign students from the state to higher education institutions, obliging universities to cover students’ stipends from their own budgets.49 While Fotev’s initial questioning of continued support for foreign students concerned the PAFS, its effects would resonate throughout the entire foreign student body. As Professor Papazchev remarked, “How did it turn out?! Somebody invites them and now somebody else has to foot the bill.”50 As a result of neoliberal reforms, then, foreign students went from being “friends” to a profit-making enterprise. Today, foreign students pay eleven times more in student fees than Bulgarians and EU citizens.




Conclusion: Fine Lines


When speaking to Abeo about his experiences under socialism and postsocialism he became emotional:


[Although there were attacks before 1989], the Changes empowered the nationalists. Imagine that! I came back to Bulgaria in 2014. I could not go out of the hotel. It was so scary. I could not walk in downtown Sofia. This is not the Bulgaria that I knew!51



Despite official reports that portrayed socialist Bulgaria as a racism-free society, archival documents point to an uncomfortable awareness, among high-ranking officials, of the opposite. A struggle was unfolding within state structures between representatives of embassies and economic and educational units. Continuous calls on the part of the CCBCP for more decisive internationalism-in-action and intellectuals’ appeals for a determined struggle against the remnants of bourgeois nationalism were not without situated meaning. They speak to a recognition that antiracist struggles were far from over. African students also struggled to make sense of how racism could exist in a socialist country. While posing as proud antiracists for the outside world, the socialist state and its mass organizations were ripped apart on the inside because of that painful awareness, a reality that affected the experiences of the foreign students. As Zhivka Valiavicharska asserts, to be able to critically examine socialism’s legacies, including that of its promise to internationalism, we need to first acknowledge it as “a front of resistance.”52 From here, we can approach it as a continuous struggle against outside determinants, but also against internal conjunctures.

It would perhaps be easier to point to continuities between the abovementioned contradictions and the outbreak of racist violence in the postsocialist period. This, however, would undermine the micro and macro destructions of all that was, and still is, deemed “communist.”53 Indeed, Abeo’s recollection from the beginning of this section necessitates a different approach. Malike’s “fine line” continues to ring in my head and makes it difficult to speak of continuities between the socialist and postsocialist periods. To point to continuities is to disregard the intentionality of the administrative procedures that secured the students’ exodus. Otherwise, we risk dehistoricizing and flattening racializing grammars and thereby missing substantial nuances in the experiences of the objects of racism and the structural changes in racializing practices. It is precisely Malike’s “fine line” that researchers need to interrogate and examine.

Something broke beyond recognition in the 1990s. Internationalism, as a political strategy, was made to disappear from the postsocialist horizon. These early forms of anticommunism and anti-internationalism continue to reproduce conditions for a “real existing” postsocialism, where, as the introduction to this volume argues, representations of socialism as a deviation from a “normal” path justify social exclusions. As demonstrated here, the postsocialist state perpetuated violent expulsions—both through severe social exclusion and forced exoduses—in the name of anticommunism. The expulsion of nonwhite foreigners was objectively inscribed in institutional settings and procedures. These processes entrenched deep structures of meaning that conditioned postsocialist xenophobic nationalisms, constituting a rupture with socialist practices and logics.

Racializing grammars found in “actual postsocialism” run on an imposed memory loss of the practice of “friendship” Bulgaria had once established with countries outside the Euro-Atlantic axis. “Real postsocialism” thrives on constant reinstitutionalization of whiteness—in education, in international migration practices, and in international relations—that allows for further implementation of budget cuts and desocialization of public services. The early 1990s continued to display longue durée effects on the local experiences of African, Asian, and Arab communities in postsocialist Bulgaria. The historical force with which anticommunism and anti-internationalism promised to end bad governance, in fact, reinforced a real existing postsocialism inhibited by violent makings of whiter streets, educational institutions, grammars, and political spaces. As a person of color, navigating the streets of real existing postsocialism in Bulgaria requires mapping them for the purpose of avoiding potentially violent spaces.54 Indeed, African communities in Sofia have established a system of “alarm messaging,” warning of racist packs, which Briga (a dual citizen of Bulgaria and Congo Brazzaville) angrily described when speaking about current racist violence in the city. Former prime minister Kiril Petkov’s words, bluntly uttered in March 2022 to calm the public before the imminent Ukrainian refugee crisis, are telling. He assured Bulgarian citizens that Ukrainians are “Europeans, intelligent, educated, part of them, IT specialists…. This is not the usual refugee wave of people with unclear pasts.”55

The restoration of capitalism occurred alongside a radical eradication of the forms of knowledge that governed socialist operations and socialist internationalism. These eradications were not exclusive to Bulgaria but occurred in other former socialist states such as the former GDR and the USSR as well. Previously established solidarities between Bulgaria and anti(neo)colonial struggles were narrated as a financial debt generator. Anti-internationalist sentiments grew so strong that Todor Zhivkov was accused of economic sabotage because of the PRB’s international aid, in effect turning the operationalization of socialist internationalism into treason. Bulgaria’s refusal to reestablish meaningful relations with its former students from Africa is subordinated precisely to this postsocialist deep structure.
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Part III Something Old, Something New 






7 The Specter Of Sex


Continuities and Changes in Sex Education in Postsocialist Romania

BEATRICE SCUTARU AND LUCIANA JINGA


I would like to know more about my body, to know about STIs, about how one becomes pregnant. But I want it from specialists, not from the religion teacher who blushes when we mention “sex.” I grew up in a traditional family, my mother was ashamed to talk about menstruation and sex. I don’t think it’s shameful. The more you know, the better. And then you learn how to avoid bad people, you learn to protect your body, to understand it…. When I got my period, I thought I was dying. My belly hurt a lot; I was bleeding a lot. I didn’t know what was happening to me. Grandma came and laughed at me: “Ha, the dog bit you!” I was ashamed and I cried. It troubled me so much that I am still ashamed.1



—Isabela, aged 13

Since The Collapse Of Socialism, Young People In Romania Have Repeatedly demanded the introduction of mandatory sex education in schools. Although the topic has produced intense debates among parents, politicians, and in society at large, young people’s viewpoints are rarely heard, let alone taken into account, when policies are made. This is most regrettable, for while adults debate, youth suffer the dire consequences of lack of access to information, evident in numerous health indicators. For instance, within the European Union (EU) Romania ranks among the highest in terms of rates of teen pregnancy, sexually transmitted diseases (STIs), and gender-based violence.2 Moreover, during the first half of 2022, every day a minor was raped or sexually assaulted in Romania.3 Despite these alarming statistics, because many young people do not know what constitutes sexual abuse, they are not always able to recognize it when it occurs.4 Romania not only has one of the highest teen pregnancy rates in Europe, but also has some of the highest rates of maternal and child mortality, school dropout, and child abandonment.5 In addition, Romania and Albania have the highest rates of newly diagnosed HIV/AIDS cases in Eastern Europe, despite decreases in new HIV/AIDS cases globally.6

Such outcomes are avoidable. Since the early 1990s, organizations and reproductive health specialists have been recommending mandatory reproductive health and sex education courses in schools to educate youth about their bodies and their rights (e.g., consent), to encourage safe sex, and to prevent teen pregnancies.7 Surveys from the 1990s and early 2000s demonstrate that Romanian women and men of reproductive age overwhelmingly support sex education in schools.8 Moreover, organizations representing Romanian students have long requested “an educational system that meets the needs and interests of all Romanian students, and the implementation of sex education in schools as part of a larger concern for health education.”9 However, despite the troubling sex-related health outcomes, as well as the aforementioned recommendations and requests, there is no mandatory sex education in Romanian schools—be they public or private.

At the end of June 2022, Romanian deputies voted in favor of “systematic health education programs in schools … for the purpose of preventing sexually transmitted diseases and the pregnancy of minors.”10 While the adoption of this law is welcome, it has two major limitations: sex education classes can begin only in eighth grade (with students aged fourteen or older) and enrollment in these courses requires the written consent of a parent or legal guardian. Such stipulations undermine the potential effectiveness of the law by denying young people the right to learn about sexual health (if their parents are opposed to it) or by delaying instruction until the early teen years (after some youths have already become sexually active). This is ironic given that the aim of the law is to reduce teen pregnancy, which has been consistently high over the last decades, with around 700 girls under fifteen years of age giving birth each year.11 Most teen mothers in Romania live in rural areas, give birth to their first child at age 15.8, and drop out of school.12 According to the new law, then, those most in need of sex education would receive this information too late, if at all. That said, the Romanian Parliament’s law 191 (of June 29, 2022), modifying law 272/2004 regarding the protection and promotion of the rights of the child, would increase young people’s access to health and sex education and represents some progress.

This chapter explores sex education in Romania from late communism to the present from the perspective of policy and everyday life, with a particular focus on young people’s perspectives. We examine debates surrounding mandatory sex education with respect to religion, ethnicity, and class, considering their relationship to broader disputes between anti-abortion, anti-LGBTQ individuals, antiliberal movements, and Euroskeptics on the one hand, and supporters of the EU on the other. As such, we examine the national particularities of conflicts over sex education, as well as their transnational inspirations and connections. We demonstrate that 1989 did not signify a decisive rupture with respect to sexual health and rights, the decriminalization of abortion notwithstanding. Instead, the postsocialist period represents a nonlinear transition zone where past and present, expectations and reality intermingle and overlap.



Sexual Pleasure and Reproduction During Socialism


While women in Romania did not necessarily have better sex under socialism, sex was not a taboo topic. Indeed, sexology emerged as an important field of study across Eastern Europe during the Cold War, designed to improve people’s sexual lives and overall happiness, as well as increase the birth rate. The Romanian National Commission for Demography believed that educating citizens about sex would ensure a higher birth rate, while also reducing the number of illegal abortions. In this context, Romanian medical practitioners, primarily endocrinologists, published sex manuals for young adults and married couples. The texts included information on reproductive anatomy and physiology, STIs, and the family under socialism. Promoting the sanctity of (heterosexual) marriage, the manuals often reinforced prevailing cultural norms: young women were advised to abstain from sexual relations until marriage, when their husbands would educate them in sexual matters.13 Meanwhile, young men were encouraged to be prudent in their sexual pursuits.14 Other books went beyond reproductive anatomy and physiology, providing information on the female orgasm, the best sexual techniques, homosexuality, and masturbation. These publications sold on average 100,000 copies per edition, reflecting their popularity.15

The women’s and youth presses echoed much of the information presented in official sex manuals and included articles by endocrinologists and gynecologists. During the 1970s, the state socialist women’s magazine, Femeia (The Woman), featured surveys about couples’ sex lives, which included questions about the female orgasm and the relationship between gender equality and sexual fulfillment.16 The magazine also published articles warning about the dangers of fertility control, some of which peddled disinformation: natural methods such as coitus interruptus were correlated with frigidity, while oral contraceptives were correlated with cancer and infertility. Finally, socialist organizations such as Uniunea Tineretului Comunist (Union of Communist Youth) and Consiliul Național al Femeilor (National Women’s Council) organized seminars for high school students and young workers, during which medical practitioners gave talks on how to have a “responsible, happy, and fulfilled family life.”17 The communist approach to sexuality thus aimed to democratize knowledge and emphasized the importance of pleasure for both individuals, albeit within a heterosexual, ideally legal (married) partnership.

Although sex education was not part of the school curriculum during the communist period, biology teachers instructed middle and high school students on reproductive anatomy and physiology, and homeroom teachers could, if they chose, lead discussions on special topics, among them sexual health and hygiene, though most preferred to avoid the subject altogether. Short classes on venereal diseases were sometimes taught by visiting health professionals, though they were held separately for boys and girls.18 Thus middle and high school students had minimal access to sex education, and, when they did, it was heavily medicalized, focused primarily on reproductive health and the risks of pregnancy and STIs. This approach was designed to inform—and also scare—youth and, thereby, encourage abstinence until marriage, especially for females. As C. recalled, both teachers and parents were prudish and alarmist:


They [the teachers] didn’t say a word about sexuality and relationships … they were condemned during that period. If you had a boyfriend in high school it wasn’t very socially acceptable…. Girls who had boyfriends were categorized as promiscuous … and we [my sister and I] were not allowed. The prevailing belief was that you needed to be careful because “ boys can ruin your future reputation.”19



Thus, while sex was featured in some print media (sex manuals; articles and surveys in Femeia) and sexual health was covered by science teachers or medical health professionals at some schools, it was generally expected that sex would be discussed in the private sphere, between parent and child. Alongside curricular limitations, there were significant rural and urban disparities with respect to access of information. Moreover, the Orthodox Church perpetuated traditional notions about sexuality, presenting premarital and extramarital sex as sinful and limiting access to information about sex. Therefore, at the time of the Romanian Revolution in 1989, views toward sex education were diverse, ranging from genuine curiosity among (probably) large segments of the population to prudish and highly conservative perspectives, which often forestalled any discussion of sex.

During the communist period many parents refused to discuss sexual health and hygiene with their children; meanwhile, schools also failed to educate young people about the topic. Indeed, even youth attending school in large cities had no knowledge about the basics of female physiology, such as menstruation. As a result, when young people did learn about sex, it was often too little, too late. Lack of knowledge about reproduction meant that abortion continued to be a primary form of birth control, both after it was decriminalized in 1957 and after it was recriminalized in 1966, especially since modern forms of fertility control were either unavailable or illegal.20 For instance, IUDs (intrauterine devices) and hormonal methods (i.e., the Pill) were only permitted for women diagnosed with serious health conditions such as infectious and neuropsychiatric diseases and genetically transmitted maladies.21 The toll of these restrictions on female youth and women was dramatic, and, after abortion was criminalized, tragic. Between 1979 and 1989 Romania had the highest maternal mortality rate in Europe—ten times higher than any other European country—largely abortion-related. Moreover, abortion-related complications contributed to female infertility. Finally, the rise in unwanted pregnancies, coupled with the deteriorating economic situation (characterized by the rationing of food, heat, and electricity), resulted in increases in child abandonment. Many of these abandoned children ended up in institutions, where their physical and mental health was gravely neglected.22




The 1990S : Unfulfilled Promises


The fall of the communist regime in December 1989 brought the promise of sexual revolution. The decriminalization of abortion was among the first laws passed by the new democratic government, the National Salvation Front (NSF), causing a surge in the abortion rate. This was accompanied by the end of state censorship, and Romanians now had access to explicit sexual content on television and in magazines. Despite these dramatic ruptures, continuities remained: sexual education was still not mandatory in schools, and middle and high schools continued to use pre-1989 materials, primarily biology texts that focused on anatomy and physiology.23 Moreover, according to testimonials from youth who grew up in the 1990s, many parents were reluctant to speak about sex, just as their own parents had been.

Andra recalled that her parents would cover her eyes whenever a scene with nudity appeared on TV, while Ioana noted that none of the adults she grew up around dared mention the word “sex” in her presence. This left its mark. Unlike her parents, Ioana is willing to talk about sex; however, having internalized the shame attached to the word, she only feels comfortable using coded language:


Nobody ever taught me anything about cars. They didn’t think I needed to know about driving and thought I would learn about crossing the street from the kids around me … that I will know what I have to do when the time comes. They didn’t tell me anything, because they were ashamed to talk about it.24



In addition, parents transmitted views about sex that they had grown up with: for girls it was the importance of abstinence (until marriage) and that boys were potentially dangerous since they were only interested in sex. In such a context, there was little or no discussion about contraception and STIs. As Kati recalled:


A woman’s virginity until marriage was put on a pedestal. My parents did not restrict me, but I started believing, during my high school years, that I could play as much as I wanted but stop at penetration. I was curious, I wanted to experiment, but at the same time, I was also afraid of sexual intercourse, of pain, of pregnancy, of people’s opinion, of men’s contempt.25



Despite having relatively liberal parents, Kati internalized broader cultural scripts, namely that motherhood was the primary objective of sex for women and premarital sex was a source of shame and should be avoided at all costs. Boys, by contrast, did not encounter such proscriptions in Romanian culture.

Adult reticence to discuss sexual matters in a mature and objective manner is a continuity with the socialist (and even presocialist) period, perpetuating a vicious cycle of ignorance. Numerous women who started their sex lives in the 1990s expressed regret over their lack of knowledge about their bodies and sex more generally. While Kati noted that she postponed penetrative sex for such a long time that she no longer remembers when and with whom she “lost her virginity,” Irina did not know she was still a virgin, even though she had been in a long-term relationship:


I realized that I had still been a virgin after the pain I felt when I got involved with another guy. That’s how I found out that losing one’s virginity is not really pleasant…. I can say that I really discovered sex only in my 30s…. I just didn’t know how to control the situation. I let myself be dominated, it seemed to me that it did not depend on me.26



Another consequence of lack of sex education is continued reliance on abortion as a contraceptive method: in the 1990s, abortion was the primary means of fertility control among youths.27 While these numbers slowly decreased over time, partly as a result of improved sex education, the abortion rate in Romania continues to be high for all age groups in comparison with other EU countries.28

After the fall of communism, sex education was initially under the direction of international nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) that had come to Romania to help “Ceaușescu’s orphans” and reduce abortion and child abandonment rates. Along with national actors, these NGOs developed local programs that targeted mostly female youth and medical practitioners (e.g., doctors, nurses, psychologists).29 For instance, Doctors without Borders and Doctors of the World organized local seminars focused on reproductive health and contraception. In addition, with the support of several international agencies, local NGOs such as Tineri pentru Tineri (TpT; Youth for Youth), Societatea de Educație Contraceptivă și Sexuală (SECS; Society for Sexual and Contraceptive Education), and Societatea Româna Anti-SIDA (ASAS; Romanian Society Against AIDS) organized lectures in high schools about sexual health and fertility. However, as these were not nationally coordinated efforts, classes varied from locality to locality and were not available in remote, rural areas.30

While many parents and teachers were generally unsupportive of the Sex Education curriculum in schools, when the same content was renamed Health Education or Education for Life, they were more supportive. This was illustrated by the success of Procter and Gamble’s School Program for boys and girls (grades five through seven), launched in the mid-1990s. This program organized teams of trained volunteers (primarily university students) who visited schools to speak with students about puberty, reproductive anatomy and physiology, sexual health, and the characteristics of healthy relationships.31 During the visits, girls were provided with hygienic pads—a novelty as, prior to 1989, Romania did not produce or import feminine hygiene products. Unsurprisingly, the campaign was tremendously successful and today women still remember “the Always Girls” who visited their middle and high schools.32 However, due to limited funds, the initiative did not reach most rural areas and children under twelve were not included.

Given that there was no state-mandated curriculum for sex education, Romanians continued to consult communist-era sex education manuals, which could often be found on the family bookshelf. In addition, teen publications such as Bravo magazine, which appeared in Romania in 1997, included a column dedicated to sex education.33 As Andra recalled:


I learned about sex from the pages of Bravo magazine…. I learned that sex was a taboo, not to be talked about, not to be looked at. Because, every time my family bought the most recent Bravo, they made sure to glue the sex pages together before allowing me to see the magazine. With infinite care, I tried to cut through the glue with a razor blade. I failed to save the edges … but I saved enough that my heart started racing: two naked bodies, facing each other, a he and a she, Adam & Eve as for Beverly Hills 90210 fans. I read and reread the technical tips on nipples and the definition of arousal, looking disgustedly at the guy with a toned abdomen, under which hung the best hidden trunk in the world.34



Andra’s reflections reveal young people’s thirst for knowledge—and the ways they tried to circumvent limitations imposed by their parents. On the heels of Bravo, other publications such as Popcorn and Salut (Hi) began including pieces on sex education, becoming among the most common mediums for young people to learn about sex. According to the 1999 Romania Reproductive Health Survey, one in three (38 percent) of young females (aged fifteen to twenty-four) learned about contraception from friends or acquaintances, 25 percent from mass media or books, and 7 percent from a health care provider. Meanwhile, only 9 percent claimed their parents had taught them about contraception, and 4 percent learned about it in school.35




Toward a More Holistic And Youthcentered Approach to Sex Education


The 2000s brought new initiatives, as well as Romania’s admission to the EU, finalized in 2007. EU admission requires alignment with a host of laws and conditions per the Copenhagen criteria, among them safeguarding children’s rights and improving their living conditions. To prepare for such alignment, in 1999 the Romanian government created the National Agency for the Protection of the Rights of the Child.36 In 2001, the Ministries for Education and Research (MEC) and Health and Family (MSF) launched a national pilot program entitled Education for Health in Romanian Schools, which, in 2004, became an optional subject for first through twelfth grades.37

The curriculum, which was created by primary and secondary school teachers and national and international organizations, was designed “to ensure pupils learn what a healthy lifestyle is, to facilitate access to accurate information (in both urban and rural areas), to promote adult education about sex [through their children] and to reduce illness and risky behaviors.”38 Reflecting a more holistic approach to sex education that goes beyond basic information about personal hygiene, reproductive health, and STIs, the curriculum included topics such as sexual relations, mental health, substance abuse, and violence, among other topics.39 As such, the curriculum aimed to tackle pervasive social problems and involve parents and guardians in this process.

Education for Health, an optional class, has a number of shortcomings. First, its effectiveness has not been consistently evaluated.40 Second, few students have access to the subject due to parental opposition and limited adoption of the curriculum.41 Third, as sex education is not mandatory for teacher certification, only teachers willing to follow a special training program can teach Education for Health.42 Finally, teachers can decide how—including how many hours—they want to teach the subject. As a result, many Romanian youths do not have access—or at least consistent access—to sex education classes and thus rely on their peers, NGOs, mass media, and parents to learn about sexual health and hygiene. The situation is different in private schools, which are not limited by national rules. Most private schools in Romania were established after 2010 as Romanian branches—or adaptations—of foreign secular schools (e.g., the French School, the British School, the Cambridge School). Therefore, in terms of access to education, the discrepancy is not only between rural and urban, but also between private and public schools.

After EU accession, Romania no longer received international development funds (i.e., USAID), which had subsidized sex education training programs and contraceptives for a range of groups. Without engagement and resources from international agencies, many of these efforts were not sustained. Two Romanian organizations have worked to fill this void: SECS and TpT.43 With the help of volunteers (mainly medical students) these organizations developed sexual awareness campaigns and organized classes in rural areas, which have the highest teen pregnancy and school dropout rates. Topics covered in these classes include reproductive anatomy and physiology, STIs, contraception, pregnancy, and gender roles. Since the 2010s, sexual minorities have also been included in the classes.44 However, due to lack of funding these initiatives have been less extensive than anticipated.

In 2013 Adriana Radu launched Sexul vs Barza (Sex vs. Stork), an online platform dedicated exclusively to sex education in Romania. Information about legislation, relationships, LGBTQ individuals, pornography, and sexual violence is shared in videos and via a YouTube channel.45 This is the first interactive platform that features youths’ questions, opinions, and concerns (the information provided is based on questions received on the platform). In addition, Radu visits schools, where she offers discussions about sex, sometimes at the pupils’ request. As Monica recalled about the project:


While I was a pupil at the George Coșbuc High School, I was the social media editor, and I did my best to help Adriana reach young people who follow us on Facebook. Why Sexul vs Barza? Because we don’t know. We don’t know what we want, we don’t know who we are and what path we are taking. What we’re doing here is teaching young people to better understand what’s happening: starting with themselves.46



For Lorena (b. 1998), Radu’s visit was transformative:


In less than two hours, Adriana presented to us, in the simplest way possible, what sex education is and how it is presented in schools in economically developed countries…. Many students were thrilled with the initiative and appalled at its absence from schools. We talked about rape and when one can say no, a discussion that led to disagreements between students. The discussion continued so naturally that one wouldn’t think there could be someone who couldn’t understand why we need sex education in schools, leaving aside the grim statistics on the number of teenage pregnancies in Romania…. What is even more surprising is that, before this meeting, no one around me had brought up the subject in any way! Of course, three years ago, there was a failed attempt to explain human anatomy to us in biology class, where it seemed normal to divide us into two groups, “boys with boys and girls with girls,” for no logical reason other than to avoid jokes. Jokes. Because yes, it seemed normal for the boys to laugh when they heard words like menstruation.47



While these reflections point to continuities in cultural attitudes toward sex, evident in the lack of a comprehensive sex education curriculum in schools and parents’ general silence around the topic, they also underscore discontinuities, namely the existence of a more open and liberal climate in which youths can speak freely about sex and sexuality.

Young people now have access to pornography, but also high-quality information, even if this is not provided by the state, but rather private initiatives. The individuals who launched these private initiatives are usually medical practitioners and/or activists for human rights, gender equality, and so on. The success of different online campaigns shows that the retrograde, prudish attitude is more a political and religious construct and does not reflect the prevailing public opinion. While Sexul vs Barza has been instrumental in transmitting information about sexuality to young people, given that not everyone has internet access, its reach is difficult to gauge.




The Battle for Childhood: Debates on Mandatory Sex Education


Efforts to make Education for Health (and sex education more generally) mandatory in public schools began in the early 2000s. By the 2010s, mandatory sex education had become a topic of heated debate in the Romanian Parliament, Senate, and society at large, receiving widespread media coverage. Three arguments were put forward in support of mandatory sex education in schools.48 First, by not having implemented mandatory Sex Education and Education for Health classes in its school curriculum, Romania lags behind other European countries. Second, Romania has some of the highest rates of teen pregnancy, abortion, maternal and infant mortality, school abandonment, and STI rates within the EU.49 Third, educating the population about sex, hygiene, and nutrition will improve public health outcomes in the country more generally.50 Proponents of mandatory sex education also juxtaposed a “modern Europe” against a “backward Romania.”51 Accordingly, the only way to close the gap and fully enter the modern era is by following Western countries’ examples.

Meanwhile, those opposed to mandatory sex education in schools (“the oppositionists”), including conservative civil society organizations and religious groups, tap into parents’ fears, citing threats to children’s innocence. As the Romanian media thrive on controversy and panic, the oppositionists receive far more coverage than the supporters. The oppositionists began mobilizing in 2013, after the Minister of Health declared the government’s intention to make health education a mandatory subject in schools.52 They argue for the status quo, namely that sex education should remain an optional subject as per the Education for Health curriculum, and that abstinence until marriage should be promoted in schools. The first two arguments are based on the belief that parents should decide when and what their children should learn because, as teacher Tiberiu Paul argued, “School should not be involved in students’ intimate life. These things are discussed and settled in the family.”53 MP Alin Colesa, member of AUR (Alliance for the Union of Romanians), a right-wing, nationalist party founded in 2019, went even further, noting: “We need freedom, not ideology, we need the freedom to choose how to raise our children. In a word, we don’t need child masturbation, gender ideology, teenage abortion, sexualizing children.”54

As previously noted, sex education is often presented as a threat to children’s innocence and a pathway to masturbation and homosexuality. The unsuccessful Childhood Innocence Law, proposed in 2016, epitomizes these arguments: sex education will introduce young people to “pornography, LGBT proselytism, and incite various forms of deviant sexuality.”55 Efforts to curtail youths’ access to sex education and depictions of sexual minorities as deviant and a threat to children’s innocence fit squarely within the broader antigender movement embraced by right-wing policymakers in Poland, Hungary, and Russia. In these countries, “gender ideology” serves as the justification for a host of regressive initiatives, including anti-gender equality, anti-same-sex marriage, and anti-LGBTQ rights. These same individuals also oppose teaching about gender and sex education in schools. Antigenderism is also mobilized to condemn the European project, which critics present as a medium for the cultural and economic colonization of Eastern Europe.56 Adherents of antigenderism argue that their countries embody authentic European values, which they are trying to safeguard from foreign forces (i.e., liberal elites) seeking to impose a cosmopolitan ideology on their country.57 As UDSCR (Democratic Union of Slovaks and Czechs from Romania) MEP Adrian-Miroslav Merka argued in June 2022, “Do you think that Europe represents all that is good? I think you are looking too much at a Europe that is changing. We are a democratic country, but also a Christian country.”58 According to this logic, Romania and other East European countries are bastions of traditional European civilization, and, as such, best poised to protect the interests of the nation and its children.

Finally, those against sex education curricula believe youth should be taught self-control in the form of abstinence: “Children need to know how to prevent sexual intercourse,” emphasized MEP Robert Sighiartău (PNL); meanwhile, Colesa asserted: “They should be encouraged to decrease the need for physical attraction by promoting sports.”59 Currently, a number of programs promote a “non-sexual alternative [to sex education] with a religious touch.” These programs, which openly promote abstinence, present themselves as neutral and claim to act in children’s best interests, while concealing their religious impetus and intent. Moreover, they are opposed to abortion, even in the case of rape. With support from international NGOs such as the US Institute in Basic Life Principles, the Italian Pro Life, and the Latin American ALAFA (Latin American Alliance for the Family), they are also part of a broader, transnational movement designed to limit children’s access to education and undermine reproductive freedom.60




What About Children’s Rights?


In all these debates one actor is usually voiceless: young people. Indeed, even though youths’ opinions are solicited, they are not considered in policymaking. In July 2021, the Romanian NGO Semper Musica invited young people to participate in a national survey about access to human rights education, reproductive health (including sex education), and access to family planning services. In response, 1,200 teenagers expressed concern about the lack of sex education in the national school curriculum.61 As two young people emphasized:


Don’t decide for us, please! We also have a voice, we know what we need, what we lack. It’s not your battle, it’s our right to information. Many children have nowhere to go, only to school [to have information about sex education…] Maybe they are raised by illiterate parents, maybe they experience physical and emotional abuse. Where to learn about contraception, bodily changes, sexually transmitted diseases? We need to learn all that, and we need it now!62




Yes, we need sex education like we need air. My father is a priest, and even he agrees with learning about it [sex education] at school. Many parents are embarrassed, many teachers are embarrassed, and now I see politicians are embarrassed too. Adults should think about us, not about their fears and prudishness. I have schoolmates who have already had an abortion and they are 14–15 years old. And that’s because there is no sex education in schools.63



Because young people’s voices are absent in discussions about sex education, they have started organizing with the aim of making themselves heard. In July 2022, one thousand teens protested in front of the Bucharest District School Department against sexual abuse in Romanian schools. Moreover, on August 16, 2022, the Students National Council publicly asked the minister of education to resign, criticizing the forthcoming “Law of Education” and the introduction of a new subject, Education for Life.




Conclusions


While in certain respects postsocialism represented a decisive rupture with the pre-1989 era, with regard to sex education this has been less pronounced. Marriage continues to be seen as a heterosexual union, and women are urged to postpone sex until marriage. For men, premarital sex is condoned and, in some cases, encouraged, though they are urged to protect against STIs and to avoid deviant practices (i.e., homosexuality). Moreover, as during earlier periods, adults (parents, teachers, and politicians) are generally unwilling or ashamed to speak about sex, including sexual health, with their children. Finally, public schools still lack a mandatory sex education curriculum.

The transition to liberal democracy and the codification of new rights and civil liberties, such as freedom of speech and association, facilitated several ruptures that positively impacted youths’ access to sex education. With the lifting of censorship after 1989, individuals had access to a range of information, including explicit sexual content via television, print media, and the internet. While this was not followed by a comprehensive sex education curriculum, by the early 2000s, international NGOs and national programs (e.g., Sexul vs Barza) began to fill this educational void by providing youths with information about sex. Although initially focused on fertility control and STIs, reflecting a preventive approach, by the 2010s this broadened to include sexual relations, mental health, substance abuse, and sexual violence, among other topics. Romanians increasingly considered sex education important for youths’ physical and emotional well-being. Yet, it was also around this time that debates emerged about when, how, and by whom sex education should be taught. In contrast to the communist period, when state propagandists controlled the narrative about sex education, now a host of actors—politicians, international and national organizations, and ordinary citizens—weigh in on the issue.

Nonetheless, among these voices an essential one was—and still is—missing: young people’s. Lack of interest in youths’ needs and perspectives represents another unfortunate continuity. Throughout the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, numerous actors have debated what is best for children and teens, with little or no input from young people themselves. Young people are thus the subject of these debates but never actors within them. Indeed, even when youths’ views are solicited, they are rarely mentioned during debates, let alone taken into account. Yet, as demonstrated here, many young people do have access to information about sex, largely from the internet and their peers. At the same time, access to information about reproductive and sexual health is not universally available as a result of demographic disparities. The absence of a coordinated, comprehensive, and mandatory sex education curriculum in schools is evident in the aforementioned health indicators for young people. Clearly, the current form of adult “protection” is not working. More than ever, youths need to be equipped with information that will help them not only navigate potential dangers but also fully understand their bodies and their rights as human beings. This requires soliciting young people’s opinions and taking them into consideration when policies and programs are being devised.
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8 No Country For (Poor) Women

Reproductive Rights, Conservatism, and Neoliberalism in Postsocialist Romania 1


Corina DoboȘ

In August 2017, Alexandra, a young woman from Brănești (a village near Bucharest), killed herself and her three children by jumping in front of a train. At the time of her suicide, Alexandra was pregnant and did not want to have an-other child. Because she could not afford an abortion, she had previously attempted to provoke a miscarriage by repeatedly punching her stomach, a method she had successfully used in the past. Alexandra was married, but she often quarreled with her husband, who was also the primary breadwinner, and the family experienced dire poverty. Alexandra also suffered from severe depression, having been admitted to mental institutions several times in the past. A suicide note was found on her, in which she apologized for taking her and her children’s lives, but emphasized she simply could not take it anymore.2

This chapter examines family planning and elective abortion services in Romania. My research reveals women’s—particularly poor women’s—limited agency with respect to fertility control and reproductive rights in Romania, a country traumatized by the harsh pronatalist policies of socialist leader Nicolae Ceaușescu between 1966 and 1989.3 After the expansion of family planning services and subsidized contraception during the first two decades of postsocialism, in the 2010s, access to modern contraception and elective abortion services decreased considerably, especially for poor, vulnerable, and uneducated women. I demonstrate how elements of Ceaușescu’s infamous pronatalist policies reemerged in an ideological, political, and socioeconomic context significantly different from the one in which they originated. Thus, the late socialist pronatalist ethos has recently experienced a revival, primarily as a result of rising social conservatism, neoliberal policies, and concerns about demographic decline. This renewed pronatalism, while not legislatively imposed, is manifest in lack of access to subsidized contraceptives, disinformation about Romania’s abortion laws, and reduced access to abortion services (in public hospitals). The result is an increase in unwanted pregnancies and a growing reliance on doctors in private clinics for abortion services, most of which are beyond the means of low-income women. Women thus resort to self-inducing an abortion or to cheap doctors—some poorly trained and using unhygienic methods—to control their fertility, practices that echo the era of Ceaușescu’s draconian pronatalism. In the most desperate circumstances, they resort to suicide.



Reproductive Policies in CeauȘEscu’S Romania


As elsewhere in socialist Eastern Europe, in Romania pronatalist policies were rooted in concerns about declining birth rates and their negative impact on the labor force and economic productivity.4 Yet, rather than provide positive incentives (i.e., economic support for children), as most states in the Eastern Bloc did, Ceaușescu’s pronatalism was characterized by meager social entitlements and widescale repression.5 In 1966, after nearly a decade of being legal upon demand, abortion was criminalized under the infamous Decree 770. The law permitted abortion only in a few circumstances: at the recommendation of a socio-medical commission for women older than forty-five or for those who already had four children in their care. In addition, the law mandated that such abortions be performed in a state medical facility during the first twelve weeks of pregnancy. Women who sought illegal abortions or who tried to self-induce were punished, as were abortion providers, the latter receiving two or more years imprisonment. In addition to criminal sanctions, medical practitioners charged with illegally providing an abortion were sanctioned professionally, in some cases losing their medical licenses altogether. The sudden change in the abortion law in 1966 decisively affected reproductive behavior and everyday life in Romania. In the absence of modern contraception, abortion continued to be the most common method of pregnancy termination, in spite of the drastic limitations introduced by Decree 770. After an initial explosion of the birth rate, which doubled between 1967 and 1969, women began adapting to the new realities and found alternative, illicit, and often dangerous ways to terminate unwanted pregnancies.

Inducing abortions through abortifacients and other techniques often had dramatic effects on women’s health. The escalation of illicit abortive practices, coupled with medical neglect in hospital units and emergency rooms, led to the death of more than 12,000 women between 1967 and 1989. Possibilities of medical intervention to save a woman’s life in urgent situations were dependent on the patient revealing details about the abortion (who performed it, where, etc.). Attending doctors could only access necessary medical instruments (which were locked up) if the woman, usually in agonizing pain, provided such details. Accordingly, the emergency room became an inquisitorial space where the patient’s admission of guilt—real or not—was often her only chance to receive specialized treatment and, ultimately, to survive.6

In addition to women, children were victims of Ceaușescu’s pronatalism. Thousands of children were orphaned or abandoned by their parents—usually due to desperate poverty—and subsequently placed in state institutions, where they experienced neglect, malnutrition, and abuse.7 Thus, Ceaușescu’s inhumane pronatalist policies traumatized many generations in Romania. These decreței (as children born after 1967 were colloquially called), who had been abandoned and institutionalized before 1989, were not integrated into society after the collapse of communism. As a result, in the 1990s, many ended up on the streets, left to fend for themselves. During the era of loosely regulated international adoptions of the early 1990s and 2000s, some even became victims of human trafficking.8




Reproductive POlicies After 1989


The repeal of Decree 770 was among the first legislative measures taken by the new government after the collapse of communism in December 1989. Elective abortion was legalized, and women’s access to modern contraception was facilitated by support from US donors and the Romanian Ministry of Health (MoH). An overview of the evolution of abortion practices and family planning services in postsocialist Romania demonstrates how, under a complicated web of neoliberal economic policies, growing social inequalities, and the increasing influence of neoconservatism, access to elective abortion and modern contraceptives is no longer subsidized for low-income women.

Family planning services were introduced in 1992, when 240 offices for family planning were established by the MoH across the country. These services were organized with the support of a World Bank grant and implemented by the Society for Contraceptive and Sexual Education (SECS), a national NGO created in the early 1990s by leading Romanian gynecologists and supported by the International Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF). The program included a series of trainings in family planning for doctors (GPs), who began working in the newly established family planning offices. In an interview in 2020, Dr. Iuliana Balteș, one of the pioneers of the family planning system in Romania, remembered how helpful these trainings were at the beginning of her career as a family planning physician.9 Determined to educate women about contraception and reproductive health, she began by building trust among them:


In the first three years I did a lot of talking [explaining to women how important contraception was]. Afterwards, there was no need for me to explain anymore, as women, especially from rural areas, came by themselves. There were a lot of women from rural areas who came down to my office. Many of them learned how to correctly take contraceptive pills and came regularly to see me. They quickly understood the benefits of modern contraception. They were coming from rural areas, where they were working hard but were not financially independent, and were facing a lot of pressure from their abusive husbands. They were coming regularly to take their contraceptive pills or to have their contraceptive shot.10



Balteș also recalled:


At first, the contraceptive pills that were distributed by family planning offices were cheaper than what you could find on the market … soon we realized that many women, especially from rural areas, could not afford to buy contraception, even at a subsidized price. Thus, the Ministry of Health began—at the insistence of SECS—to provide free contraception (pills), through family planning offices, for vulnerable individuals: students, the unemployed, or women who came to have an abortion in a state hospital; women who could not afford contraception; all women from rural areas.11



During the 1990s and early 2000s, these family planning initiatives proved successful: the percentage of women using any form (traditional or modern) of contraception grew steadily from 41 percent in 1993 to 58 percent in 2004, while the percentage of those who used modern contraception tripled between 1993 (when modern contraceptive methods were used only by 10 percent of women of fertility age) and 2004 (when the percentage of women using modern contraception grew to 34 percent).12 However, family planning initiatives that relied on support from US donors (USAID) and the expertise of SECS began decreasing with Romania’s accession to the European Union (EU) in 2007.13 Since then, sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR) have suffered from the termination of international development funding, as well as political instability and lack of political will. Dr. Balteș recounted the unfortunate ramifications of this outcome on women’s fertility control:


The Ministry of Health did not distribute free contraception anymore. The injectable contraception—which used to be widely used—slowly disappeared, and … everything finished. We were told that papers are done, that soon free contraception would be again available—but nothing happened…. The few of us who remained in this specialization, we tried our best to get the Ministry’s support, to help us rebuild the family planning system in Romania. There are still good specialists in family planning, but no one seems to care…. The ministers [of Health] are coming and going, but reproductive health does not represent a priority for any of them.14



Data gathered by several Romanian NGOs confirm Dr. Bălteș’s remarks. A 2020 study conducted by the Association Sexul vs. Barza found that between 2014 and 2020, thirty-six offices for family planning were shut down in Romania, and two counties were left without any family planning services.15 Out of the 117 family planning centers functioning across the country in 2020, only two still provided modern contraceptives (pills and condoms) free of cost.16 Although overall use of modern contraception in Romania increased between 2004 and 2016, its use by poor women decreased due to suspension of subsidies for targeted groups, underscoring distinct socioeconomic differences in women’s ability to control their fertility.17 Borbala Koo, president of SECS, emphasized that in spite of existing laws, which were designed to provide low-income and impoverished women with free contraception, subsidies are dependent upon the budget allocated by the MoH. In January 2015, for example, the MoH did not allocate any funds for contraceptives to low-income women and made no plans in the budget to subsidize them the following year.18 In addition, contraceptives are no longer covered by health insurance companies.

In an analysis of reimbursement schemes across sixteen EU countries between 2013 and 2016, Romania scored the lowest for reimbursement of contraception and was ranked among the last with respect to social and economic inequalities that negatively affect access to contraceptives.19 The report stated that, in the 2010s, “the government has not renewed, in recent years, a reimbursement provision that used to allow free access to certain contraceptives for certain vulnerable groups, including students and low-income or unemployed people.”20 The report concluded that the austerity measures implemented by the Romanian government during the 2009–2012 financial crisis negatively affected contraception reimbursement schemes, and recommended that reimbursement schemes should target young women and vulnerable groups to overcome inequalities in accessing reproductive health services.21 The 2020 Contraception Atlas, released in October 2020 by the European Parliamentary Forum for Sexual and Reproductive Rights (EPF), also registered a decrease in access to subsidized contraception in Romania, noting that the provision of free contraception “ended unexpectedly in 2013 when the last public procurement of supplies took place.”22 Challenges in accessing contraception are often correlated with an increase in unwanted pregnancies, abortions, and child abandonment, and in this regard Romania is no exception.23




One Step Forward, Two Steps Back: Declining Access to Abortion


Alongside family planning services, access to elective abortion services has declined over the last decade. As noted, elective abortion was (re)legalized in Romania in December 1989, and is permitted on demand during the first fourteen weeks of pregnancy. However, abortion is not covered by public health insurance, and the fees for an abortion in public hospitals, while still lower than in private health clinics, are considerable for low-income individuals. For instance, in Bucharest in 2019, the cost for an abortion in a public hospital ranged from 350 to 500 lei (70–100 euros). Meanwhile, the cost in a private facility was double and even triple that: from 700 to 1,200 lei (170–250 euros) depending upon the type of anesthesia provided. In the rest of the country, costs are lower, though still significantly less in public facilities, as the woman’s magazine Unica documented.24 In 2021, this disparity was even more pronounced, as the results of a daring project of investigative journalism, published in the daily news journal Libertatea, showed.25

Doctors’ refusal to provide abortion on demand in public facilities and the cost-prohibitive nature of an abortion in private facilities affects, first and foremost, economically and socially vulnerable women—the very same women who no longer have access to subsidized contraception and other family planning services.26 A study published in 2019, found that, in 2016, elective abortion was more common in rural than urban areas and was most in demand among poor and uneducated women.27 With the onset of COVID-19 in March 2020, women’s access to elective abortion was further curtailed as public medical facilities restricted interventions to medical emergencies. The MoH reported that out of 134 public and 16 private hospitals, more than half (57.7 percent) did not provide abortion services. As a result, the number of elective abortions performed in the first six months of 2020 declined by nearly one-half when compared with the same period in 2019. Meanwhile, the number of abortions provided on medical grounds (during the same period in 2020) decreased by nearly one-fifth when compared to 2019.28 National Institute of Public Health (NIPH) data showed that while in 2017 only one-third of elective abortions were performed in private facilities, in 2020 this figure had increased to almost half, while in 2021 the majority of elective abortions (62 percent) were performed in private hospitals. This means that in more than one-fourth of Romania’s counties, no abortions were performed in the public health system in 2021.29

Studies conducted by several NGOs over the past ten years concluded that for combined reasons—religious, professional, financial—fewer public facilities have provided elective abortion services. While in 2011, six public hospitals refused to provide elective abortions, that figure increased to thirteen in 2013 and to fifty-one in 2019.30 Between 2011 and 2014, substantial changes in the ethical norms of medical professionals have seemingly occurred.31 For example, in March 2012, the basis upon which physicians could refuse to perform an abortion expanded to include situations that could be harmful to a physician’s “professional independence,” “image,” and “moral values,” or that “did not respect the fundamental principles of the medical profession, its main goals and social role.”32 Indeed, medical professionals have increasingly cited respect of “ethical norms” in justifying their refusal to perform elective abortions, including in public medical facilities. This is despite the fact that elective abortion is still legal in Romania and should, like “any other lawful medical service,” be available upon demand in public hospitals and clinics.

From a legal point of view these “ethical norms” are recommendations and, as such, not legally binding.33 Indeed, they actually contravene legal provisions and thus do not constitute valid legal grounds for refusing to perform an elective abortion in a public hospital.34 However, they do de facto; as a result, the number of public hospitals that no longer provide abortion upon demand has increased over the last decade.35 For instance, in 2019, only forty public health facilities in the country (all outside of Bucharest) provided abortion services year round, a quarter of which did not offer these services around major Orthodox holidays such as Christmas or Easter.36 Refusal to provide elective abortions in public health facilities has been accompanied by a change in medical personnel’s attitude toward abortion more generally as “women who ask for details about the procedure are often stigmatized by doctors who increasingly invoke their ‘right’ to refuse this procedure for ethical or religious reasons.”37




Follow the Money!


Yet these changes in service provisions, both on institutional and interpersonal levels, appear not only to be a matter of conscience, but also material gain. An exposé revealed that (cheaper) elective abortions are denied by physicians at a growing number of public facilities on the basis of their “moral sensibilities,” and abortion-seekers are directed to private clinics, where abortion services are often provided by the very same physicians who had previously refused to perform the procedure in public facilities.38 Indeed, in some instances abortion seekers are told that elective abortion is no longer legal in public hospitals in Romania. For instance, Dr. Usruf Wajdy, when asked by the independent newspaper, The Decree Chronicles, why he performs (elective) abortions at a private practice after refusing the same service at the state hospital where he works, cynically replied: “I cannot give you this information, and you cannot ask for it, if you don’t have a special document. It is my personal life, it is not your business, and I am not obligated to give you this information. Private medical practices are different, but here, in state hospitals, we simply do not provide this service.”39 Abortion seekers are thus caught in a web of secrecy, misinformation, and greed.

The tragic death of Magdalena Clisaru, a forty-five-year-old mother of three who died in September 2020 at a gynecologist’s (private) clinic in Ploiești after intense hemorrhaging following a surgical abortion, illustrates well the difficulties women in Romania currently face in trying to control their fertility. Clisaru’s abortion was performed by Dr. Virgil Mircea Burciu at his clinic; however, there was no medical staff on hand to attend to her after she began hemorrhaging. Although her eldest daughter, who was with her at the clinic, called an ambulance, by the time it arrived it was too late to save Clisaru. As a form of compensation, the doctor offered to refund the cost for the surgical procedure (around 100 euros) to the deceased’s family, though he insisted that he had performed the procedure correctly and was thus not responsible for Clisaru’s death. An autopsy determined that the cause of death was massive hemorrhaging and Dr. Burciu was charged with manslaughter. A subsequent police investigation revealed that Dr. Burciu’s office did not meet hygienic standards and that he lacked appropriate medical instruments for performing abortions. When asked by the press to comment upon Clisaru’s death, the MoH’s spokeswoman asserted:


We do not encourage terminations of pregnancy. The Ministry does not assume responsibility for someone’s own personal decision…. A physician has no obligation to perform an abortion on demand. A doctor’s obligation is to save the life of a fetus or the mother when a pregnancy cannot be brought to term. And the Ministry, as I’ve already told you and I repeat, as maybe you don’t understand what I’m saying in Romanian, the Ministry encourages giving birth…. These are Ministry of Health policies. It’s up to the doctor to agree or not to perform an abortion procedure. It’s not an obligation. In 2020, if you don’t want to have any children, there is contraception.40



The spokeswoman’s declaration sparked protests, and several NGOs demanded her resignation, claiming she had peddled erroneous information about access to contraception and elective abortion.41 At the same time, the declaration reflected the attitude of a considerable segment of the population toward fertility control (e.g., that it’s a woman’s responsibility; that abortion should be a final resort; or that it should not be permitted at all). After 2007, when US donors and agencies discontinued support for family planning services and contraception in Romania, the MoH failed to assume this responsibility—or find alternative means of subsidizing fertility control. Nor did the MoH officially underscore that abortion in Romania continued to be legal (up to fourteen weeks) and available in public hospitals on demand.




Reproductive Restrictions and Cuts in Social Expenditures


Restrictions in accessing elective abortion and modern contraception cannot be understood without reference to social, economic, and demographic realities in Romania. According to various studies, declining birth rates in Romania since the 1990s, combined with massive outmigration, has caused “the worst demographic crisis in Romania’s contemporary history,” producing concern about future population size and age structure.42 It is women, however, who are blamed for this worrying situation, not the economic uncertainty and social dislocation produced by Romania’s transition to a market economy.

As Dorothee Bohle and Béla Greskovits have demonstrated, the postsocialist reconfiguration of the political sphere, macroeconomic structures, and social relations in East-Central Europe contributed to the emergence of different types of market societies.43 After an initial state characterized by “economic and political disorder,” the transition to market capitalism in Romania combined neoliberal economic features and weak state institutions, leading to social disintegration.44 Thus, macroeconomic coordination was characterized by minimal taxation and a meager welfare state.45 Welfare entitlements and labor conditions were further eroded by austerity measures (including cuts to health care facilities, maternal and child support, and public salaries) in response to the financial crisis at the end of the 2000s.46 For many Romanians, this translated into declining standards of living and financial difficulties. Some responded by leaving Romania, for which then-president Traian Băsescu thanked them, as they “relieved the burden that the crisis had put on Romania’s safety net.”47 Yet, in 2010, Băsescu also declared that “Romania has no [working] women and children anymore. Romania has become a country of mothers and babies [mămicuțe and bebeluși],” implying that Romanian women, in order to avoid working, have children and live on state subsidies—an absurd claim given the meager maternal and child benefits women received at the time.48

Census data from 2011 revealed a significant decrease in Romania’s population in general and a fall in the birth rate in particular, placing the government party (PDL) in an uncomfortable position.49 It was difficult for them to openly acknowledge that the austerity measures of 2010–2011, especially major cuts in social expenditures such as for mother and child welfare, had contributed to declining birth rates. Thus, they blame women’s reproductive choices (i.e., having an abortion rather than bringing their pregnancy to term) for this demographic decline, rather than acknowledge that the austerity measures implemented after 2008 had contributed to increased emigration.50

In April 2012, the PDL introduced a law that would have required women to undergo counseling before being approved for an elective abortion. Its initiators argued that the high number of abortions registered in Romania was due to lack of information about the medical aspects and consequences of the procedure. In reality this “counseling” involved showing the pregnant woman a graphic video of an abortion being performed, with the aim of inducing fear and guilt in her. After the “counseling” session, if the woman still opted for an abortion, she had to sign a declaration that read: “I was informed that abortion involves ending a life, as the fetus is a living being from the very beginning of its conception.”51 The MoH officially supported such mandatory “counseling” for abortion seekers, declaring in April 2012 that “it would be useful if physicians could give advice to the woman before she has an abortion, to explain the procedure to her and the risks involved in it. To give her some time to think it over, to discuss it with her husband or with her family, with her friends.”52 The MoH’s reasoning shares much with late socialist medical discourse, which emphasized the supposed psychological and physical perils of abortion—and also presented the fetus as a human being.53

While the MoH openly supported the initiative, civil society groups stressed the potential trauma this supposed “counseling” might produce within abortion seekers.54 After the fall of the PDL government (in May 2012) the proposal was tabled; however, such legislative initiatives exemplify typical attitudes toward elective abortion, evident in local efforts to dissuade women from having an abortion. For instance, A Study on Reproductive Health, issued in February 2020 by the Vaslui County Public Health Services, reinforced the message outlined in the 2012 “pre-abortion counseling proposal,” referring to abortion as a “traumatic experience, with long-lasting effects.”55 The report continued:


Given the serious effects upon woman’s mental and physical well-being, the woman seeking an abortion should be informed about the consequences before making her decision. Moreover, the woman who has suffered an interruption of pregnancy should be given psychological support afterwards, especially if one takes into consideration that the “uncured trauma [of abortion]” could be projected on her next offspring(s). In order to get over this painful experience, in order for her to have a healthy relationship with her future child, a woman has to be given support.56



The document not only peddles misinformation, but also displays a paternalistic attitude toward women, reflective of medical officials’ prejudices toward women and their reproductive choices in Romania.57

By blaming ordinary women for demographic decline, the government evades its own responsibility for this outcome, while at the same time employing discourses that evoke Ceaușescu’s pronatalism. These conservative or, more aptly, neoconservative discourses have been increasingly mobilized by various political parties in Romania over the last decade, reflecting similar tendencies in another postsocialist country—Poland. Yet, whereas in Poland generous subsidies are provided to mothers and families to encourage childbearing, in Romania these incentives, along with public services and social safety nets, have been systematically dismantled by neoliberal policies. The alliance of ideological conservatism and neoliberal economics has resulted in a “disembedded neoliberalism, a hybrid extensively stripped of arguments defending the role of the state in buffering society against market dislocations.”58 According to historian Cristian Cercel, this type of neoliberal society is characterized by,


on the one hand, “privatization,” “market” withdrawal of the State from many areas in which it should normally be involved, and, on the other hand, a fatal embrace of conservatism, based on an ideological alliance with the Romanian Orthodox Church and all sorts of foundations and organizations that promote undemocratic ideas. Neoliberalism and Orthodoxy are joining in their efforts [in the form of ] indoctrination in schools from the earliest ages, and as little sex education as possible: Under our eyes, Romania is transforming itself into the Neoliberal Orthodox Republic of Romania.59



Since 2017 conservatism has increasingly shaped the agenda of political elites and NGOs in Romania. The Coalition for the Family (Coaliția pentru familie; CpF), an alliance of pro-life and religious organizations, has attacked “gender ideology” and the rights of sexual minorities, their efforts culminating, in autumn 2018, in a national referendum to amend the constitutional definition of the “family” (from a “union of two persons” to a “union of two persons of the opposite sex”). The aim was to prevent same-sex marriage from ever being legalized in Romania; however, the referendum failed due to the lack of a quorum.




Final Remarks


The evolution of women’s reproductive rights in postsocialist Romania is puzzling and troubling at the same time: since Romania’s accession to the EU, women’s—especially low-income and impoverished women’s—access to elective abortion and modern contraception has declined. After over a decade and a half of support by US donors and local NGOs, through which the Romanian MoH provided family planning services and free contraception to designated groups of women across the country, the situation changed abruptly and dramatically. Contraceptive pills and injectables ceased to be subsidized by the state, and doctors in public hospitals increasingly refused to provide elective abortions, claiming it was against their ethical norms. Meanwhile, doctors in private hospitals (some using unhygienic and unsafe methods) increasingly provided abortions, albeit at fees that are cost-prohibitive for many low-income women. The consequences of these developments evoke the latter part of socialist rule, when accessibility to safe abortion was dependent on money, bribery, and connections. Like their socialist foremothers, vulnerable women in postsocialist Romania who do not wish to carry their pregnancy to term are left with few choices, unsafe abortion through empirical means being one of them.

The legacy of Ceaușescu’s pronatalism is also evident in the approach of the current MoH, which employs tropes similar to those used under socialism (i.e., “the perils of abortion to woman’s health”). This paternalistic attitude, which represents childbearing as one of women’s civic roles, reflects a clear continuity with the pre-1989 period. This pronatalist ethos is, in turn, supported by medical professionals who deceive or misinform women about the reproductive choices available to them and the health risks associated with abortion and contraception. It is also supported by their refusal to provide abortions in public hospitals on “ethical grounds” and their willingness to do so in private hospitals for exorbitant sums. While legal restrictions on elective abortion in the 1970s and 1980s created a profitable black market for abortion providers—of which medical and nonmedical professionals took advantage—since 2010, some medical professionals have invoked their “freedom of conscience” to refuse performing (cheaper) elective abortions in the public system, only to redirect abortion seekers to their private and more lucrative practice. Like their socialist forebears, some of these medical professionals have thus transformed elective abortion into a lucrative business.

Finally, as in late socialist Romania, women are blamed for the country’s demographic decline, even though entitlements for families and children remain meager, as they had been under Ceaușescu. Similarly, they suffer from the combined effects of austerity measures and restrictions, albeit de facto, of their reproductive rights. However, there are also discontinuities such as the increased influence of the Orthodox Church and religious and conservative groups (some supported by neoconservative groups in the United States) on Romanian politics. Appealing to women on moral and religious grounds, they aim to guilt them into not having an abortion. In the complex equation of neoliberal economics infused with neoconservatism and pronatalism, expressed through limited access to abortion services in public hospitals and lack of subsidized contraception, it is low-income women who suffer the most. In light of such realities, it is perhaps no surprise that the mother of the first child born in Romania in 2021 was a girl of fifteen.60
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9 The “Turncoat” As A Social Form


Tracing Everyday Moral Grammars of Justice in Post-1989 East Germany and Czechia

Till Hilmar

Who Is The “Turncoat”? Though Semantically Open, It Is A Notion rich in dramatic associations. The turncoat is a person whose true identity has been disclosed. Their insincere, fraudulent commitment to the values of a group has come to light: they have betrayed others. Their behavior has deeply troubling implications not just for interpersonal relations, but for the larger community. Their decision to break the bonds of loyalty and abandon their commitments signals that those older beliefs, and the very people who hold them dear, do not count any longer—and perhaps never did.1

The turncoat may be an instance of what Georg Simmel called a “social form”: an elementary category of personhood that provides a framework to think about society, that structures people’s everyday understanding of the relationship between individual and community. In this sense, the turncoat symbolizes disconcerting aspects of societal change.2

The turncoat is everywhere to be found where regimes collapse, states are in transition, and political fortunes are reshuffled.3 The history of twentieth-century Eastern Europe is rich in such episodes. The breakdown of communist rule is merely the most recent instance: Nazi occupation, genocidal mass violence, and the crushing of national elites by the Soviets before and after World War II shook the social fabric of societies in this part of the world. In territories occupied by both the Nazis and the Soviets, “collaborators” were ubiquitous; to define whose actions counted as such was as much an exercise of military supremacy as it was an act of political and ideological power. During and long after the war, the Jewish population of Eastern Europe was most consequently deemed “disloyal” to the nation, as acting in the service of “foreign” political forces. Today, the image of the turncoat is thus necessarily intertwined with the murderous legacies of the ostracization, persecution, and annihilation of Jewish citizens.4

The memory of this violent past also impacts the texture of social relationships in the present. To be Jewish and Polish in post-1989 Poland, for instance, means to be cognizant of particular historical experiences, which may generate a sense of deep attachment and affect how one relates to one’s friends and confidants in the present.5 Yet, in turn, knowledge about the twentieth century is never innocent. There is always the possibility of abandoning shared memories. Shifting and conflicting interpretations of the past may burden and fracture social bonds when they are seen as problems of loyalty. In recent times, with the rise of authoritarian populism across the globe, value conflicts in proximate social relations are often understood as instances of political polarization. However, these contestations arguably run deeper when they are rooted in the dynamics of socially segmented historical memories.

In this chapter, I explore the significance of the turncoat in relation to popular experiences of the 1989 revolutions and the subsequent changes in East Germany and Czechoslovakia, drawing on excerpts from interviews with individuals who experienced the breakdown of communism as young adults. I ask: What value antagonisms and conflicting loyalties does the notion of the turncoat invoke from the perspective of those who lived through the post-1989 changes? By focusing on the transformation period, I narrow the time frame and the depth of this exploration. However, there is a particular benefit to such a perspective: foregrounding interpretations of the relatively recent events of 1989 grants important insights into popular ideas about political and economic justice as they are nourished by the social experience of change after the collapse of communism.



Approaching Value Change Post-1989


Jan Kubik suggests that the study of postsocialism calls for a “contextual holism” approach, a perspective that takes the meaning of life-worlds in transition as its point of departure and, at the same time, links biographical trajectories and their interpretation to the institutions of state and society.6 Modernization theory, with its unidirectional assumption about how Easterners would gradually morph into Westerners (and learn to be better citizens along the way), has justifiably lost its dominant position in this respect. Yet, the mere description of a given set of individual and community experiences after 1989—culture as the way we do things around here—is not a satisfactory epistemological alternative. Instead, following Kubik, we need to look for shifting patterns of social relationships and their normative interpretation; for how societal institutions such as work, gender, welfare, and the state, all of which transitioned after the collapse of communism, shaped individual trajectories, as well as the horizons of meaning by which everyday experiences of the transformation were enacted, narrated, and justified. Social and oral history approaches that regard biographies as embedded in institutional change provide rich examples for such a view.7 I situate my contribution in this perspective, albeit with an important limitation: I do not reconstruct biographical horizons in detail. Instead, I aim to trace a recurring pattern of meaning-making in the way people apprehend value change after 1989. By tracing the meaning of the turncoat from an everyday perspective, I focus on what people deem to be a particularly negative, disconcerting instance of value change. Examining the ways in which this category is imbued with meaning by individuals who experienced the rupture of 1989 firsthand promises to offer revealing, if necessarily fragmentary, insights into this larger set of problems.

In postsocialist societies, the issue of value change is inseparable from the reality of elite continuity after 1989. In many instances, former elites and their families managed to hold onto power—if not political, then economic power. Mechanisms of transitional justice, if any were in place, often failed. 8 States were generally weak in enforcing the rule of law and in overseeing privatization, deregulation, and the liberalization of the economy after 1989.9 To be sure, there was great variation across countries in terms of the nature and extent of malfeasance. Still, today, elite kleptocracy is widely seen as a defining outcome of this period, and wide swaths of the population across the postsocialist world associate the transformation period with corruption.10 In this respect, the meaning of the transformation period is precisely the opposite of value change: it signifies the continuation of practices of theft and nonmeritocratic privilege that are associated with the late socialist nomenklatura (administrative elite). Elite continuity thus symbolizes a barely subtle transformation of undeserved advantage pre-1989 into newer variants of illegitimate wealth accumulation in post-1989 market society.




East German and Czech EXPeriences Compared


In the following, I discuss excerpts from semi-structured interviews with sixty-seven respondents who experienced the 1989 revolutions as young adults. Interviewed in 2016 and 2017, the respondents were invited to participate in conversations on biographical experiences of economic change after the collapse of communism: I asked them to recount their work biography in the first part of the conversation, followed by questions on the topics of social relations and justice orientations after 1989. 11 The focus on work experiences guides the conversations; the salience of economic issues in the interviews is thus also determined by the framework for this study. There are two ways in which the turncoat appears in them. First, the notion was invoked by respondents directly. Second, respondents were asked to define it in a later part of the conversation. 12 In this way, it is possible to compare the cultural classifications employed by respondents across interviews systematically. An advantage of asking this particular question is that it does not come with any assumptions about the content of the normative framework by which to evaluate other people’s actions after 1989: respondents were invited to reveal the specific moral concerns (and justifications) through which they evaluate the matter. From a methodological point of view, the notion works well as a prompt as it encourages an invitation to reflect on one’s everyday experience with more general reflections about the nature of social change.

The conversations were held in (former East) Germany and the Czech Republic, two very different transformation contexts. Politically, the dissolution of East Germany and its incorporation into the West German Federal Republic in 1990 resulted in the East Germans losing their former polity. For Czechs, in contrast, the divorce from Slovakia facilitated the independence of a new Czech nation-state at the beginning of 1993. Economically, East Germans experienced a radical break with the German Democratic Republic (GDR) model of a socialist “welfare dictatorship,” with the dissolution of industry and skyrocketing unemployment during the 1990s.13 West Germans soon became the new proprietors and bosses of the East German workforce, while East Germans experienced diminished opportunity for upward mobility after the fall of the Wall. In this case, former East German political elites were effectively kept from retaining positions of power or making use of pre-1989 political networks. Czechs, by comparison, experienced relative continuity thanks to a social policy priority of keeping unemployment low.14 There was also elite continuity, as many former technocrats and firm insiders (in what Czech sociologists have labeled a “revolution of the deputies”) were able to capitalize on privatization and weak regulation of the financial sector.15 Against this background, it could reasonably be assumed that the turncoat meant different things in each case—perhaps because of varying salient concerns about political and economic justice after 1989.




Judging The Turncoat: From Political Allegiance To Economic Incompetence


Václav is a middle-aged Czech structural engineer who left his job at a large state-owned company and became a successful entrepreneur in the early 1990s. Overall, his view of the 1990s is very positive as it was a time of freedom (in political and economic terms), self-realization, and growth. When it comes to the turncoat, however, his mood sours. In his view, the turncoat is someone who was attached to the Communist Party before the revolution and managed to profit from these prior connections after the 1989 revolutions:


I was not friendly with those people because I didn’t have many communist friends before the revolution … but it was clear that there were post-1989 politicians and people who were riding the privatization wave and so on who were linked with the regime before the revolution, and after the revolution they were … grand privatizers. In the ’80s, there weren’t many people in the party for ideological reasons, who actually believed, who wanted to build communism. So [after 1989], they remained silent for a moment, waiting, and after it was clear that no one would go after them, nothing happened—well they started knocking on doors after one or two years. They had opportunities, they had contacts. They would enter management positions; they had the means from pre-revolutionary times unlike 90 percent of the rest of the nation.16



According to Václav, the turncoat combines two instances of undeserved advantage: he enjoyed a position of relative power under communist rule and continues to rely on nepotism after 1989.17 Crucially, Václav links this kind of post-1989 profiteering directly to the privatization process.

Privatization in the Czech Republic was accompanied by major corruption scandals, with banks handing out foul loans to scheming business insiders and misinformed citizens losing their share of the former “people’s property” in the process.18 For Václav, the turncoat is a person who profited from what has been a disappointment to many Czechs. In his view, privatization is not a market mechanism, but a politically coordinated scheme, something that only the well-connected were able to profit from, but never those who were genuinely committed to meritocratic principles. Václav took pride in having never “privatized anything.” What is problematic about the turncoat, then, is not so much the act of transitioning from a socialist into a capitalist, but the means by which the person remained attached to politics in one way or another. It deserves mentioning that this antipolitical reading of the 1990s is itself grounded in a somewhat mythical narrative that tends to ignore the role of the state in the economy. There was hardly a branch of the emerging Czech private economy that was not affected or enabled by the transfer of public resources to private hands.19

The turncoat, according to Václav, is a careerist and an opportunist, a person who acts out of purely instrumental motives with no ideological allegiance. Thus, the turncoat was not a socialist and is not necessarily a capitalist. Yet, there is a tension inherent in this interpretation, for how can we truly know a person’s beliefs about state and society in late socialist Czechoslovakia? Václav, understandably, argues that communist ideals were already long dead in the 1980s. But this also suggests that the definition of the turncoat depends on an interpretation (and, in this case, a certain simplification) of the relationship between state and society in late socialist society, both in terms of the dominant values at the time and in terms of who was equipped with relative power in this system.20

According to respondents, a person’s economic success after 1989 appears to be an important indicator of being a turncoat. For them, it is particularly hurtful—and unfair—to see someone who was involved with the secret police, who might have spied on friends and family and was complicit in the network of state-socialist terror, be materially rewarded in the post-1989 system. Yet the turncoat is not necessarily linked to a nouveau-riche type of wealth made possible by privatization. When describing the turncoat, some respondents have much less glamorous careers in mind. Jan, a Czech railway engineer in his early fifties, recounted the story of someone who he is convinced was affiliated with the Communist Party before the revolution.21 After 1989, because this person wanted to “avoid having to work,” he made a career as a union functionary. Later, according to Jan, he managed to secure a high position in the labor office, “distributing jobs” among his network and exercising a kind of arbitrary power in this way: “They say that around four people had to leave their jobs just so that he could keep his position.”22 What really defines the turncoat, according to Jan, is a reckless drive for and abuse of power. This, again, is a story of continuity rather than change, and respondents often linked the turncoat to elite change and continuity.

In the German context, the historical parameters of this problem are very different. In this case, there was minimal elite reproduction after the fall of the Wall. Thanks to an extensive lustration program and West German institutional and personnel transfer, the German transformation effectively blocked former communist elites from maintaining or regaining power.23 As a result, West German elites soon occupied dominant roles in politics, administration, economics, journalism, and the cultural sphere. Against this backdrop, it is surprising that East German respondents put forward themes similar to their Czech counterparts. Many former East Germans characterize the turncoat as a person who enjoyed a privileged position before 1989 as a result of being proximate to the center of communist power and who became a full-fledged capitalist after 1989. Lukas, a sixty-seven-year-old German ultrasound technician, experienced bouts of unemployment after the fall of the Wall. His narrative of the 1990s is strongly marked by the themes of resilience and individual responsibility. Asked about the turncoat, he explains that he himself was not able to advance his career before 1989 because he refused to become part of the social infrastructure of the Communist Party:


I was not part of the combat group, not part of the civil organization, things that one had to do to rise further. And the people who did … they disgusted me, I have to say, because you knew exactly what they were like. They were preaching water and drinking wine…. And precisely these people turned into pure market ideologuesafterwards. They put themselves at the top of the firms and the spin-offs. In this way they secured for themselves the privileges. Because they still had the connections and things like that. Just like that, from party secretary to business consultant!24



According to Lukas, the turncoat enjoyed undeserved advantages within a firm’s hierarchy before 1989. Meanwhile, after 1989, he profited from business spin-offs and the splitting up of the firms into more and less valuable parts. This is exceptional because, on the whole, successful East German entrepreneurship after the fall of the Wall was a rather rare phenomenon.25 Lukas also mentions a particular profession that former party functionaries assumed after 1989: the “business consultant.” By doing so, he designates a somewhat generalized role more than describing the actions of a particular person—in Simmel’s terms, he defines a more general social principle by delineating individual qualities.26 In a similar vein, other respondents referenced “insurance brokers” or “sales people” whom they contrasted with productive and useful workers. In this way, they demarcate the turncoat’s distance from the values of the (East German) community.

East German respondents are no less concerned with the problem of elite continuity after 1989 than Czechs. Still, in this context, the relevant interpretations are often associated with various aspects of the relationship to West Germans. Some respondents associate the turncoat with the German federal privatization agency, the Treuhand (Trust). This is again counterintuitive: the Treuhand was a West German project through and through. In fact, it was arguably the paradigmatic example of the absence of an East German voice and agency in the transformation of the GDR economy. Others argue that the turncoat had no second thoughts about aligning himself with West Germans after regime change.27 Before the collapse of the communist regime, Laura, fifty-two, was trained as a cartographer and worked for a company that produced maps for the East German army. She remembered how the downsizing of her firm in the 1990s prompted some of her former colleagues—notably, those who used to be affiliated with the party—to take up work for a West German employer. This she interpreted as a form of defection:


It was at the point where the issue was, who can stay and who has to go, who has to go only at a later point, that the ones who were Party members suddenly turned and said, “well that West German publishing house, I’ll go there right away!” Now how could they—if they had ever been real comrades—how could they go and suddenly work for the “class enemy”! I was shocked, I’d say because that meant it was all a charade, or a show, or a lot of it at least.28



Laura draws an analogy between being affiliated with the communist elite and associating oneself with West Germans, or, even worse, turning into a West German. Clearly, this is a rejection of the official German narrative of reunification, which emphasizes East Germans’ desire and struggle to become more like their Western counterparts.

What might be made of such classifications? The turncoat references a range of vague perceptions, a set of issues that are associated with regime change and the ways in which elites, or people in privileged positions more generally, assert power in one way or another. Is it therefore also an arbitrary category, a kind of one-size-fits-all terminology, detached from people’s social experience of the transformation period? I would argue against such a view. People in fact reveal serious normative commitments when invoking this category. A certain pattern emerges here: in most of the respondents’ descriptions the turncoat is understood to be bad at doing things that actually matter. Specifically, he is notoriously incapable or unwilling to perform useful work or fulfill tasks that are beneficial and valuable to the community. Thus, respondents attach value to particular types of economic knowledge and skills, values that the turncoat lacks. He is often poorly trained, lacks professional ambition, and has questionable priorities. He cares about power, not about competence. This is why he affiliates himself with “politics” before and after 1989. He tries to avoid getting his hands dirty at all costs.

To Werner, a fifty-seven-year-old East German business professor, the distinction between a shallow and a profound work ethic is key. The fact that he always put his technical competence first enabled him to deal with the problem of his political involvement before 1989, and, subsequently, with the need to make sense of his past in the course of the turbulent 1990s:


I solved this in the following way: I said, alright, I was politically active to some degree during GDR times, but I have always put my technical competence first…. That was also because of my parents, my dad was a party hardliner, my mother was not. I was baptized, too. My parents were married, too, and so that affected me, that is why I have always put the technical aspects first. I made sure that I kept my personal integrity, that I stayed morally clean.29



For Werner, work ethic and competence animate his biographical trajectory. This was a frequent theme among German and Czech respondents alike: to attain knowledge and expertise in order to advance in a field of work was for him a sign of ideological neutrality as well as integrity. The turncoat violates such principles, as they seek to profit by way of superficial knowledge and through the “the art” of selling, advertising, or siphoning off money. They might be good at “rhetoric,” as another respondent conceded, but the turncoat does not possess genuine skill or qualification for the job. By virtue of their unwillingness—or inability—to be a productive member of society, the turncoat has lost moral credibility.

In the course of these discussions, the meaning of the turncoat seemingly shifted from the political domain to the economic realm. Perhaps this does not come as a surprise: after all, popular accounts of the 1990s are deeply interlinked with problems of distributive justice and whether society was meritocratic, rewarding skills and effort, or cronyistic, based on connections and favoritism. In addition to broader questions about post-1989, such questions were deeply personal, related to identity and self-worth. Individuals had to negotiate them biographically, as the value of their skills was shifting in post-1989 labor markets.30




Rejecting the Classification


Some respondents, meanwhile, rejected classifications altogether. They posited that discussions about the turncoat were merely a superficial diagnosis (and perhaps an artificial concern) that distracted from a larger, underlying truth, namely the fact that people change as circumstances change. To be sure, there is a range of gradations in meanings and interpretations possibly associated with such a position. It can be advanced as a fatalistic attitude, in which human nature is defined as ever-changing and opportunistic; or as a universal binary classification of people with “good” or “bad” character. Eva, a Czech nurse in her early fifties, interpreted the turncoat as a fundamental problem of human nature, independent of regime change.31 Others, specifically those who did relatively well after 1989, reject the category because they associate it with social resentment and material envy after the revolutions.

Finally, some problematize this desire to expose the turncoat, viewing it as a larger problem haunting the social experience of the transformation period—the need to judge others for their choices and convictions at the time. This troubles Irene, a sixty-year-old East German who was trained as a technician in the GDR, shifted to social work after the fall of the Wall, and currently works in an elder care organization:


I had my qualms, my questions about [the turncoat]. It was like that, maybe I was naïve, but it was at a time when the transition of 1989 wasn’t even a thing yet, some of my colleagues always knew, “this person works for the secret police, that person does,” and so on, and I always asked: “How do you know?” I might have thought of the person as a dumb dumb, but I wouldn’t have dared to make these kinds of claims…. And [after 1989] suddenly, people thought they knew, this or that person has to go, be dismissed from their job, as if they knew exactly what they were doing. I’d say they had no way of knowing. It’s like I cannot know for sure whether a tool-maker is qualified for his job or not because I don’t know what it is that he is doing. But now this and that person suddenly felt entitled to say, “this person has to go, he’s just idling time away!”32



Irene criticizes the fact that, after 1989, people were ready to judge each other even if they lacked information about their choices and the context that informed them. Whatever it was that motivated them—perhaps revenge—it was nasty and undermined the possibility of coming to terms with the complexity of change around 1989. For Irene it is too late to solve this problem. The social scars run deep, and people are still living with the consequences of devaluing each other’s work and life choices after the collapse of communism.




The Unboundedness of Change and the Need for Purity After 1989


Change in post-1989 societies is generally understood as a complex mix of political, economic, and cultural processes. Beyond unidirectional assumptions of where this journey is going, we must embrace the possibilities that varying trajectories interact and study the ways in which people interpret, and thereby also shape, these processes from the standpoint of their everyday experience. Understanding the realms of meaning and the cultural classifications that the category of the turncoat invokes proves to be a useful point of departure for such a perspective.

As demonstrated, the turncoat is often associated with an instrumental, coldblooded, value-free striving for power. To claim that the turncoat never really believed in socialism, of course, is to suggest that one, personally, was not naïve about the precariousness of values in late socialist society. Accordingly, if there were no normative ideas to be shared, if there was no moral texture to be maintained in community bonds, then the turncoat cannot be accused of betraying anything of substance. Yet, as the widespread concern with this phenomenon demonstrates, this view is only part of the story. This is one of the complexities that this analysis has revealed: to engage with definitions of the turncoat after the collapse of communism is to engage the question of guilt and the problem of collaboration, complicity, and complacency during late socialism. The very resources that individuals could draw on after 1989—their education, contacts, and knowledge about the world—were also part of their socialization in late socialist society.

“The question remains,” writes Marci Shore in an essay that eloquently links problems of transitional justice to larger issues of social and intellectual history, “when the vast majority was complicitous, how can anyone be held responsible?” And, she adds, “in some ways the legacy of dissidents has become nostalgia for moral purity—the moral purity of speaking truth against power—and suffering from it.”33 This desire for innocence and biographical purity is evident not only in the memories of dissidents and in the political realm, but also in the way people comprehend economic change, in how they make sense of the many and rapid shifts that have affected their work biography after the collapse of communism. In this domain, too, people’s experiences shape how they think about justice in society today.

When invoking the turncoat, Czech and German respondents alike were concerned with what they deem as undeserved success after 1989—even if many do not define success as lavish wealth, but as successfully muddling through, something made possible by the lack of an adequate (economic) punishment for the actions and dispositions that these individuals are considered guilty of. These small stories from the 1990s may also transcend this context and take on a larger meaning as a criticism of persistent, systemic problems, such as in the denunciation of a political system that is understood to reward the wrong kinds of individuals, those who are flawed both in terms of their actions and in terms of their moral character. It is not hard to imagine how right-wing interpretations of the 1990s may resonate with such views. At the same time, the salience of the turncoat also serves as a reminder that justice has, in fact, not been done in postsocialist societies. To this day, the humiliating social and political experiences of late socialist authoritarianism have not been fully reckoned with.

However, it may also be the case that the turncoat is not just specific to this context. The phenomenon doubtless also plays a role in many other contexts of rapid social change. It makes sense, then, to link the problem back to sociological theory, and specifically to Georg Simmel’s writings about sociation and the social form.34 Simmel’s famous example was “the stranger”: the stranger represents a danger to the cohesion of the community because he stands, at the same time, “inside” and “outside” of it, and thus represents the formal possibility of this way of being. Analogously, the turncoat might simultaneously index the “old” and the “new” regime; they represent the danger of inner change—the possibility of a change to heart and soul—and thus of an undermining of community bonds from the inside.35

At the same time, the turncoat has a much longer, protracted history in the Eastern European context so there is a need to reveal these historical legacies and emphasize their current salience. Whether the problem is approached from the perspective of social theory or history, it is clear that, when thinking about the meanings and ramifications of the post-1989 transformations in Eastern Europe today, the turncoat cannot be avoided.
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10 From Steppe To State

Alternative Histories, Amateur Knowledge, and the Search for Origin in Post-1989 Bulgaria


Victor Petrov

In the mid-2000s, I stood before a Bulgarian Army major who ran Varna’s national service commission, asking me if I was ready for the draft. I answered “no” as I was planning to go to university. Learning that I would study history, his eyes lit up and he launched into a twenty-minute quasi-monologue, during which he expounded on the hidden origins of the Bulgarians, who, according to him, originated in Iran and carried a civilizing mission to the world. Apart from eliciting exasperated glances from the other boys waiting by the open door—the procedure usually took a minute at most—his “revelations” reminded me of “theories” I had encountered in certain popular history books that sold well on the Bulgarian market at the time.1

The major’s interest in Bulgaria’s ancient origins was not unique, but part of a burgeoning popular engagement with renewed historical narratives that abounded in the country after 1989. Freed from the constraints of official historiography per the Bulgarian Communist Party (BCP; Българска Комунистическа Партия), yet often parroting the same narratives it had advanced, professional and amateur historians felt compelled to reveal knowledge that “had been previously hidden,” assuming the role of sleuth on the cusp of discovering a new truth about Bulgaria’s past.

Many aspects of Bulgarian history were up for reimagination after 1989: the “national revival” period of the nineteenth century, medieval history, and, of course, the communist period. Yet, the genesis of the Bulgarian nation and the origin of the Bulgarians (and others who lived on Bulgarian soil in ancient times) proved to be particularly gripping subjects for both historians and the public. This chapter focuses on the “origin stories” that emerged in Bulgaria in the 1990s and 2000s, many of which either reframed older narratives from before—and after—1944 or advanced new, in some cases outlandish, ideas about the ancient roots of modern Bulgaria. I first examine the production of such histories by professional historians or those who claimed historical knowledge and published works on the topic: Bozhidar Dimitrov, Petŭr Dobrev, the Madzharov family, and Stefan Tsanev.2 I then examine, through the prism of social media, popular responses to their work. What emerges is a symbiotic relationship between audience and authorship, with the audience often assuming an authorial tone and advancing novel ideas. Rather than a niche topic appealing to a few people in ivory towers, the search for Bulgaria’s origins became a burgeoning industry, attracting people from various walks of life. Looking back to a glorious past that showcased a powerful, independent Bulgaria was alluring for a society uncertain about its future. Unable to control the direction of the democratic transition and frustrated with Bulgaria’s political climate (evidenced by declining voter turnout, which reached historic lows in 2021), the past offered Bulgarians a means for asserting agency and drawing out the civilizational, almost cosmic, mission of their nation. Thus, two main themes emerge in the texts and discussions under review here: the supposed state-building capacity of the ancient Bulgarians and their contribution to world, and especially European, civilization. The appeal of these works is evident in publication figures, some garnering over 100,000 copies (in Tsanev’s case). Meanwhile, posts on social media are authored by a wide variety of individuals, from history teachers to those wholly unaffiliated with history.

According to cultural theorist Boris Buden, post-1989 societies like Bulgaria were “guided” by the democratizing hand of Western experts—often in the guise of international economic organizations—which employed a language that infantilized local choices and experiences.3 This patronizing approach dictated that Bulgaria’s present and future would be determined by already established (Western) democratic and free market ideas. For a small state like Bulgaria, there was truly no alternative; it could not hew to its own political road as it relied on Western investments and expertise to get to the “right side of history.” An obsession with chronological primacy and the states that the nomadic Bulgars established throughout Eurasia is thus closely connected to the geopolitical and historical uncertainty of the postsocialist transition.4

Yet, debates on Bulgaria’s origins reveal not only anxieties about democracy but also antidemocratic sentiments, as the “plenty” promised by both Western experts and Bulgarian politicians has not come to fruition. Thus, certain intellectuals and a significant portion of the reading and TV-watching public found refuge in a mystical Bulgarian past. As if to answer Kant’s question “What is enlightenment?” Bulgarians turned to their “origins” as a guide and source of inspiration for navigating the challenges of postsocialism. Other Bulgarians chose a different road, namely the road out of town, and emigrated.

Bulgaria’s “origin stories” have become a field where political games can be played—including by those who lack the public influence of the intellectuals who wrote many of these post-1989 texts—and social media platforms have become increasingly important channels for disseminating them. To quote Todor Hristov, “Such a tactic allows even those with unequal access to ‘truth-telling’ channels—such as books published by respected presses or national TV channels—to participate in the creation of ‘truth.’”5 Indeed, the internet has provided not only a medium for popularizing these theories, but also tools and sources for crafting them. As a result, older studies or fragments of information that have been debunked can be endlessly reconfigured by amateurs in their quest for the “truth.” As these amateur authors are not associated with socialist institutions, they are considered untainted and more “authentic,” and thus capable of uncovering truths that were not ideologically driven or the product of a discredited regime. Their engagement with Bulgaria’s origin stories can therefore be read as a revolt against the mass professionalization of late socialist culture, when history was the purview of those accredited by the state and holding positions in academic or cultural institutes. Accordingly, after 1989, the dilettantes were back in fashion, paradoxically repackaging the late socialist narratives that had emerged during the “nationalist mysticism” period, while at the same time distancing themselves from communism.

The 1990s and early 2000s were a time of immense social and economic dislocation, as Bulgaria was subject to international monetary oversight, or under the “tutelage of capitalism and democracy,” seeking “entry to Europe” as a panacea for both economic and political woes.6 By the mid-1990s, entire sectors of the economy had disappeared as a result of deindustrialization, and unemployment and inflation continued rising. In 1996–97, high energy prices and political corruption sparked protests, which continued on and off throughout the 2000s and 2010s. Accession to the European Union (in 2007) did little to minimize Bulgaria’s sense of marginality, as Europe’s leading powers treated Bulgaria as an unequal partner. Moreover, the gap between haves and have-nots increased, and in 2016 Bulgaria ranked highest within the EU in terms of income inequality.7 There was not much exogenous proof that the transition had ended—or would end anytime soon—as the Bulgarian elites seemed incapable of delivering on their promises.8 For those who had not benefited from the transition, alternative visions of Bulgarian statehood, in particular narratives about Bulgaria’s propensity to build strong states civilizing other societies, served as a foundation for instilling confidence within a significant portion of the population. It is these alternatives I now turn to, first investigating the trendsetting texts and intellectuals that shaped this discourse after 1989.



The Uniqueness of Bulgaria and the Conspiracies Against its Past


While many pundits in the West present 1989 as a clean break, very few in the East—as this volume shows—do so. Striking continuities with socialism are evident in the realm of politics, the economy, and culture. This holds true for historical narratives as well. From the 1960s onward the socialist regime promoted nationalist narratives, with Bulgarian Communist Party (BCP) leader Todor Zhivkov publicly challenging, in March 1963, the existence of a Macedonian national identity and mobilizing medieval history to proclaim Bulgaria the region’s cradle of civilization.9 This signified a volte-face from the late 1940s and 1950s, when the BCP followed a policy of “Macedonization” in the southwest of the country as part of its internationalist policy. This extended to history as well, with Marxist scholars replacing the “Grand National” narrative with the “Slavicization” narrative. These “counternarratives” accentuated the contribution of the Slavs in the nation’s genesis and culture and downplayed that of the Bulgars.10 This interpretation, which dated back to the nineteenth century, was prominent during the Stalinist period, serving as a vehicle for underscoring the historical similarity and “natural affinity” of Bulgaria and the Soviet Union and, thereby, promoting Soviet-Bulgarian friendship.

In 1964, the Second National Conference of Historians was held, a key moment in the “thawing” of Bulgarian historiography. Previously banned “bourgeois” historians were rehabilitated, and the role of the Bulgars and Thracians in the ethnogenesis of the nation was reappraised. The works of noted medievalist Ivan Dujcev were published, as were other nationalist histories11 Beginning in the late 1970s, this grand narrative received full backing by the state under Lyudmila Zhivkova, daughter of Communist Party leader Todor Zhivkov and head of the Bulgarian Ministry of Culture. Under Zhivkova’s direction new areas of study such as Thracology (the study of ancient Thrace) flourished, as did narratives about the Bulgarian nation in film, art, and monuments, culminating in the celebration of the 1,300th anniversary of the Bulgarian state in 1981. Zhivkova’s fascination with esoteric Eastern ideas such as theosophy also engendered an officially sanctioned entry of new narratives into national thinking, encouraging the search for links between Bulgaria and Eurasian cultures.12 The political dimension of these cultural and historiographical narratives was elaborated in the regime’s anti-Muslim campaigns, culminating in the Revival Processes of the 1970s and 1980s. This state-led project of forced assimilation of the Pomaks (Bulgarian-speaking Muslims) and Bulgarian Turks was legitimated by regime historians. After forced assimilation failed, the regime adopted more inhumane methods, expelling over 360,000 Turks from Bulgaria in the summer of 1989. In response, dissidents organized in solidarity with the Bulgarian Turks and in resistance to state policy, laying the foundations for the end of communist rule.13




A Certain Past for an Uncertain Present


When communism collapsed in 1989, Bulgarian society had already been subjected to a sustained campaign of nationalism, sometimes virulent in character. However, while the communist regime was dead, nationalist discourses survived and eventually flourished, repackaged by entrepreneurial historians and others who took advantage of the end of censorship to position themselves as “truth tellers.” While some, like Bozhidar Dimitrov and Petŭr Dobrev, were established scholars who moved from academic to popular history, others, such as Hristo Madzharov, Galya Madzharova, and Stefan Tsanev, were amateur newcomers to the scene who, over the course of the 1990s, increasingly captured more and more of the reading market.

Dimitrov was a prolific writer of popular histories as well as the host of popular history television shows, most famously Pamet Bŭlgarska (Bulgarian Memory), which aired on Channel 1 (the national channel) from 2002 to 2012. Educated under socialism, Dimitrov was a State Security agent (DS; Държавна Сигурност) for over two decades, during which he succeeded in acquiring materials about Bulgaria housed in the Vatican archives, among them Peter Bogdan’s 1667 History of Bulgaria.14 Thus, Dimitrov’s access to “hidden truths” was already solidified in the public mind prior to the collapse of communism. His credibility was further enhanced by media appearances and in his role as director of the country’s National Museum of History.

Dimitrov often emphasizes Bulgarian contributions to Slavic civilization. In his 1993 Bulgarians: Civilizers of the Slavic World, a glossy book with pictures aimed at a general audience, Dimitrov asserts: “Few, however, know that the Bulgarians are the ones who created the foundation for European medieval Christian civilization (the base upon which contemporary Europe is built, too).”15 Moreover, contrary to previous claims that the Slavs assumed a leading role in establishing the Bulgarian nation, in his narrative Slavs are presented as incapable of establishing states, even as they pushed the Byzantines into their cities. Accordingly, they needed others, such as the Bulgars, to create states for them.16 Tolerant of others, the Bulgars, Dimitrov argues, incorporated Slavic aristocrats into their new state, emphasizing that the Bulgar state existed far earlier than 681 CE, the year historians typically date its establishment.17

As proof of the country’s unique contributions to civilization, the book lists some of the Bulgars’ “greatest hits”: its defense of Europe at the walls of Constantinople in 717–718; the Christianization of the population; and the development of the Cyrillic alphabet. Dimitrov’s most unique claim, however, is that Bulgaria saved Europe by forestalling its domination by the “universal empire” (a reference to the Eastern Roman Empire and the newly formed Holy Roman Empire, which sought to resurrect the Roman Empire).18

Bulgaria’s role as “the savior” of national identity can and should be read against the background of a newly emerging postsocialist state. So too should Dimitrov’s other claims, which challenge the pro-Russian line—popular in socialist-era histories—by emphasizing Bulgaria’s cultural “mission” in the Slavic lands. Dimitrov argues that Serbia, Croatia, and Romania, but especially Russia, have the Bulgarians to thank for their language and Christian culture. In this rendition, Bulgaria almost providentially plants the seed for its eventual rescue from the hands of the Turks by sending its culture to a country that would eventually save it—Russia.19 By claiming that Slavic culture originated in Bulgaria, Dimitrov reverses the imperial-satellite relationship of the Cold War, where the USSR’s primacy was often propagated in official publications. This polemic reached epic proportions in Dimitrov’s 2005 book, 12 Myths in Bulgarian History, in which he advanced the thesis of Bulgarians’ “genetic predisposition to state-building.”20

But what was the reach of Dimitrov’s work? While sales figures are unavailable, the popularity of his books can be gauged by the fact that many went through second and third editions—a rarity in the Bulgarian publishing market. Moreover, English and French translations of the book were sponsored by the Bulgarian government, which viewed Dimitrov as the ideal public relations persona for popularizing this aggrandizing narrative.21 Interviews with Dimitrov and back episodes of his show Pamet Bŭlgarska (Bulgarian Memory) can be found on YouTube and the Bulgarian video site VBox7, with view counts ranging from a few thousand to well over 100,000, an impressive figure for the Bulgarian streaming sphere. Additionally, Dimitrov’s announcement during the 2015 dig at the Pliska Grand Basilica (the first medieval capital and its first Christian temple) that “holy water” had gushed forth from the ground was met with widespread media and political coverage. Then–prime minister Boyko Borisov even participated in the spectacle, going so far as to “wash” government ministers’ hands with the supposed holy water. This episode marked the culmination of Dimitrov’s influence as narrator of Bulgaria’s heritage, illustrated in the growth of his viewership and readership after the event. As ethnologist Ana Luleva writes about it: “Cultural heritage is not so much about the artefacts or the past itself, but the meanings they carry and communities they are associated with. Dimitrov’s success as an author, TV persona, and at the ‘holy water’ event, thus served to reconstruct Bulgaria’s past.”22

Petŭr Dobrev, a historian Dimitrov often cites, also highlighted the Bulgars’ state making. His 1994 book, The World of the Proto-Bulgarians: Realities and Misunderstandings, is a typical example. Claiming to draw on Indian, Arab, Armenian, and Caucasian chronicles (which he inconsistently quotes), Dobrev locates the ancestral land of the Bulgars in the Pamir region. A cornerstone of his thesis, which he uses to prove the Bulgar provenance of many ancient states—or at least their close relation to “proto-Bulgarians”—is linguistic affinity. Accordingly, the Bulgars’ language is akin to Sumerian rather than Turkish or Magyar, “proving” the Bulgars are older than anyone suspected. Dobrev argues that Bulgarians’ ignorance of this history has had profound sociopolitical reverberations, asserting: “Until we are armed with a clear idea on this last question [the specificities of the Bulgars’ origin] we will always be in danger of someone selfishly taking advantage of our lack of knowledge.” He contends that Bulgarians would listen like a “child listens to fate” and believe they are Mongols or Turks.23 Moreover, he claims that Slavs and Thracians were sponsored by the “Moscow and Zhivkova lobbies,” which pushed Bulgars unfairly to the background. An “objective rehabilitation of the Bulgars’” ancient mission thus “uncovers the invisible roots that connects Bulgaria with many ancient peoples.”24

Dobrev’s primary aims are to discount previous interpretations of Bulgarian history and, through the rehabilitation of ancient and medieval history, provide a blueprint for post-1989 state making. For Dobrev, the apogee of Bulgarian statehood was the medieval “just state,” governed by a political class that ruled in the interest of the people.25 Thus, in his 2003 book, On the State and Power, he claimed that the transition’s ills, such as poverty and demographic decline, which he attributes to rapid privatization, can only be remedied with a dose of medieval politics.26 For Dobrev, this entails the creation of a centralized and autarkic state, in which Bulgaria relies on its own resources and distributes wealth among the people (though not like under communism, when a small elite monopolized wealth just as they do today). Ignoring the differences between medieval and modern economies and between medieval subjecthood and modern citizenship, Dobrev anachronistically combines populist economics with medieval state building.




Enter The Amateurs


Alternative histories were not only the purview of classically educated historians. Fringe amateur historians also engaged in “history making,” often infusing their narratives with the mysticism inherited from Zhivkova or spiritual movements such as the White Brotherhood.27 Among the more prolific amateur historians are Hristo Madzharov and Galya Madzharova, who authored historical and spiritualist books in the 1990s and 2000s. Lacking formal historical training and steeped in esoteric teachings and experiences, the authors bring ideas advanced by academic historians, such as Dobrev, to their logical ends. Madzharov’s The Great Conspiracy Against Bulgarians (2001) is described in a fawning review by a martial artist-turned-amateur historian as akin to “a stone thrown in the swamp of our ‘official’ historical science.”28 In his own mission statement, Madzharov is unrestrained:


A visa for the entrance of peoples into the Third millennium is a developed national self-consciousness. That is why it is imperative to shake off this tendentiously implanted national nihilism; to stop bending the back before East and West, and to search for our dignity where we lost it—in our own historical roots.29



He celebrates the fact that truth can now flourish: “Democracy, elevated free thought, and widened opposition brought pluralism. Every idea has the right to be said, until it is proven bankrupt”—a paean to the new climate of open, postsocialist discourse.30 While Madzharov draws on original sources, he also uses dubious translations to prove the Bulgarian origin of almost all ancient civilizations—or at least Bulgarian contributions to events such as the building of the Great Wall of China. Sumer, Egypt, India, and lost kingdoms in Siberia are also part of the march of the Bulgars through world civilization. In certain instances, Madzharov issues a call to arms in an attempt to raise people’s spirits rather than engage with the “specialists” (i.e., professional historians and archaeologists). He rhetorically asks: “Does the historian or the literary writer persuade more? Which one reveals the Truth first? The mind or the heart? The most important [truth] is invisible to the eye.”31 Madzharova’s work, meanwhile, expands this narrative from a gendered perspective, tracing the power of ancient Bulgarian women, particularly the influence of “amazon queens.” According to her, rejuvenation lies in a rebirth of the spirit inherent in us, rather than in pure politics: “In every woman lives a queen, priestess, amazon, and in every man a prince, troubadour, a knight.”32 As with Madzharov, there is minimal reflection on the social stratification of ancient and medieval societies. Moreover, Madzharova fails to mention the lack of evidence for women’s political power in Bulgarian history. One wasn’t a queen or prince by virtue of a romantic “inner power,” but by birth.

Such flights of fancy, together with the work of academic historians, informed the most widely sold history book in post-1989 Bulgaria: Stefan Tsanev’s four-volume Bulgarian Chronicles, published between 2006 and 2009. A popular Bulgarian playwright whose plays from the 1960s onward focused on historical themes, Tsanev devoted himself to history writing in the 1990s, selling over 100,000 copies of Bulgarian Chronicles in its first run—a phenomenal achievement in the Bulgarian market.33 Tsanev’s first volume begins in 2137 BCE, near China, cementing his work among those that push Bulgarian origins to the earliest possible date.34 The book’s first chapter lays out the story’s narrative arc, which borrows liberally from the historical and fringe works cited above. In the first sentence of the book he declares, “It is unlikely there is any other people in the world that knows its history so poorly,” continuing: “or maybe the truth is even more discouraging: our old history exceeds our current pathetic self-confidence as a people, the comparison to the past depresses us and we don’t want to remember it.”35 In a whirlwind tale, the Bulgars create twelve states throughout Eurasia, carrying cosmic knowledge, “because simple peoples can’t make states.”36 In this respect, Tsanev’s work is a synthesis of the narratives that abounded after 1989.

The aforementioned books are stocked by reputable bookshop chains in Bulgaria, such as Ciela and Helikon. Additionally, Dimitrov’s and Tsanev’s works are often found in museum bookshops or at tourist sites around the country. Although professional historians and cultural commentators have criticized these works for their inaccuracies and distortions, public reactions are typically positive.37 Tsanev’s work has a 4.5 rating on the Goodreads website with over 835 ratings, being one of the most-viewed Bulgarian works there. As one reviewer remarked: “This is the history that should be taught in schools!” Indeed, even the more critical reviews noted that this is a “fun read” that will hopefully prompt readers to delve deeper into Bulgarian history.38 In addition, reviews in an online bookstore call it “gold” and a “must-read for every Bulgarian family.”39

In terms of sales, TV audiences, and presence, Dimitrov and Tsanev (both of whom often quote Dobrev) are far more likely to be known to the average reader. Current television shows, particularly those on the Bulgarian national channel’s Monday night Istoria.bg, feature professional historians who debate topics in Bulgarian history, typically emphasizing Bulgarian achievements and victories.40 What they all have in common is a link to their audience, mostly through Facebook, where users are encouraged to submit questions—similar to Dimitrov’s TV shows, where he fielded phone calls live.




Facebook Nation


The aforementioned “theories” not only sell books, but shape popular perceptions of the past. According to historian Desislava Lilova, the internet has blown up the normative canon of Bulgarian identity, facilitating its renegotiation.41 In his study of the “Thracian canon,” Ivo Strahilov traces the blogs of self-proclaimed amateurs who create a new, in a sense “democratized,” science. According to them, while old institutions act as gatekeepers and thus compromise historical inquiry, the internet, by housing sources from myriad repositories throughout the world, enables ordinary citizens to contribute to scientific knowledge and “put things right” again.42

This culture of “history writing” has taken strong root on social media platforms, where groups dedicated to Bulgarian history claim tens of thousands of members. Articles by academic and novice historians, as well as anonymous writers, are posted on designated sites, facilitating lively discussions. Typically members do not quote historians or particular sources, but rather reproduce themes from the alternative narratives discussed above, juxtaposing them against textbooks and “received knowledge” from school lessons that they deem politically suspect and false; evidence of a national nihilism born of outdated pro-Russian views or association with the EU and the West. The largest group, with over 380,000 members, often links to a website where historians—usually graduate students—write about particular topics. The Facebook comments, however, are as insightful as the articles themselves. For example, an article on Paisiy of Hilendar’s 1762 History of the Slavo-Bulgarians triggered vitriolic debates over the inclusion of the word “Slavo” in the title. Many claimed that “Slav” meant “glory” rather than “Slav” (the addition of a single letter changes the meaning in Bulgarian). One user opined: “If you knew Bulgarian history, you would never call your site that!” blaming, in a different post, current professors for falsifying Paisiy’s title page.43 Another user posted a video by Bozhidar Dimitrov, which claimed that the word Slav was not widely used in the eighteenth century, while another explicitly called such views “socialist myths” and asserted that there are few real scientists who defend the “Bulgarians.”44 The juxtaposition of an authentic Bulgarian source versus the Russian-backed “Slavicization” of history is even more explicit in other posts, where the former is seen as “objective” and the latter as communist propaganda aimed at destroying Bulgarian national identity.45

Bulgaria’s historical achievements such as the alphabet or the Bulgars’ primacy in ethnogenesis also dominate discussions. Users stretch the origin of the Bulgars back to 5500 BCE, or rail against historians who portray them as nomadic barbarians, presenting them instead as autochthonous to the Balkans—a theme popular with other post-1989 writers such as Madzharov.46 In another discussion, the creation of Cyrillic is portrayed as an achievement financed by the Bulgarian state and Boris I himself, meaning it has always been a “Bulgarian alphabet”; it has just been hidden in textbooks that contain “stupidities.”47 Other posts borrow more liberally from Madzharov’s fringe ideas, referring to Bulgarians as the most ancient people—not just in Europe but the world.48

Discussing the defeat of the Byzantines by Krum in 813 CE, one user bemoans the loss of “Bulgarian characteristics such as honor, fighting spirit, and purity of spirit” and asserts: “It is time to end the last years of the Mafia and stupidity, to offer education and decent work to all … to be real Europeans, as Levski wanted!”49 Krum is often evoked in such depictions, with users hoping that current politicians might learn from him by applying his laws to rich and poor alike. “If he was in charge today,” one poster asserted, “the national riches would not be embezzled and Bulgaria would in fact be the Switzerland of the Balkans.”50

The endless sea of Facebook comments could be quoted ad infinitum, but one need only survey a selection to get a sense of their users’ understanding of Bulgarian history. In a society that ranks lowest in the EU with respect to income, health outcomes, and media freedom, among other indicators, and suffering from political gridlock and widespread corruption, highlighting origin stories and historical achievements is designed to divert attention away from unfortunate realities and to assert Bulgaria’s prestige on the global stage. The message is clear: today’s Bulgaria might be weak and confused, but it has a glorious past that can also point to a potentially equally glorious future.




Conclusion


Shortly before his death in 2018, Bozhidar Dimitrov founded a national movement named Kan Kubrat in honor of the ruler of Old Bulgaria. On media platforms Dimitrov called for a presidential republic with a strong leader and noted that in the 1930s professors—the true elite of the nation—were granted power and managed to make the country “flourish in eight years.”51 The road from bookish arguments about Bulgaria’s state-building capacity logically ended in the authors’ own political ambitions, evident in his political promiscuity: he switched from the Bulgarian Socialist Party to the center-right GERB party in 2009, assuming a ministerial position in the latter until 2011. Dimitrov’s change in political affiliation and his close links to state institutions illustrate the appeal of the nationalist narrative among parties of all political stripes. For them, celebrations of a glorious past are a soothing balm used to shore up consensus much like they were under late socialism.

The nationalist narrative has demonstrated remarkable continuities over the last sixty years, used to showcase Bulgaria’s contributions to world civilization and to foster national pride in times of ideological weakness. If, by the 1960s, the mobilizational power of Marxist-Leninism had waned, by the 2000s enthusiasm for democracy had similarly lost its pull. Bulgaria, as an ancient nation once of “world importance,” thus reemerged as a useful trope. As we have seen, these tropes had their origins or boost in the late socialist period and were resurrected and reworked to suit post-1989 needs. Bulgaria’s glorious past, its links to other world cultures, and its mystical aspirations were narratives that were bolstered by Zhivkova and endured well beyond 1989. Baked into the official narrative, they nonetheless contained other possibilities that were exploited in the post-1989 sphere of free speech and publishing. In the context of pervasive corruption and perceived government incompetence, a glorious past narrative, when the state was strong and society flourished, could be used by authors such as Dimitrov to present themselves as potential leaders of the nation, calling for unity and a Bulgarian resurrection—Dimitrov being the clearest example considering his political role. Others, such as the Madzharov family, could use them for religious-mystical purposes and for advancing their own private projects. Meanwhile, for nonprofessionals these origin stories, by highlighting episodes of national pride and glory, provided succor during uncertain times. They also enabled amateurs to participate in the creation of “knowledge” and to see that “knowledge” widely disseminated on the internet.

Despite the different uses of these popular narratives, their coherence lies in the ideological need they fulfill. The use of the past in countries undergoing political turbulence is well documented, as politicians in postcommunist countries are similarly masters of mobilizing the past. In this respect, the post-1989 period in Bulgaria was not decisively different from earlier periods, as the “search for origins” and the use of the national past in securing consensus for political projects is centuries old. The true rupture was the opening of the public sphere to alternative voices. It was also in the devaluation of institutions that had previously narrated the nation’s history, which, after 1989, were presented as tainted by socialism and pro-Russian distortions. Technological change and the creation of an online reading public deepened this process. The increasing participation of ordinary people in these projects has created a new stage in the development of historical narratives, which are no longer the purview only of the state and, at the same time, are highly dependent on theories propagated by professional authors with disproportionate access to the markers of status such as publications or television programs. The internet has created the conditions for both challenging narratives and more widely disseminating them. It has also created a new archive that historians can use to better understand the postsocialist world. As elsewhere in the region, socialist narratives continued to be popular after 1989, but now they could be repackaged by new authors, often lacking academic credentials, which they wear with a badge of honor. The true rupture of postsocialism was thus in the widening of authorship and in the reductive belief that institutions under socialism, such as universities and academies, were tainted, even though many of the theories advanced by them are now unquestionably used by these new “truth tellers.”
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11 “I ’ M An Outsider, I ’ M An Insider, And Oh, How Happy I Am”

Narratives of Former Communist Party Members in Hungary


SÁndor HorvÁth

This Chapter Examines The Various Ways That Former Members Of the Hungarian communist party narrated their experiences of party membership after the fall of socialism.1 Given that party membership was relatively high in Hungary (in 1987, one in every four households included a party member), such autobiographical refashioning was relatively common after 1989. Rather than nuanced recollections of past experiences, these narratives were intentionally crafted to address the exigencies of postsocialism—and former party members’ places within it. As many party members belonged to wealthier, well-educated, and urban groups who advanced socially as a result of joining the communist party, membership provided a host of opportunities, which they in turn translated into economic and cultural capital after 1989. Accordingly, people’s professional aspirations after 1989 typically informed how they represented both their work and political roles during socialism.

While some claimed that they joined the party for the purposes of securing work in their areas of expertise and career advancement, others emphasized commitment to social justice, highlighting concern for the common good and distancing themselves from the repressive aspects of the regime. This included those who joined the party during the early years of socialist consolidation in the late 1940s and early 1950s and those who joined during the renaissance of Marxism and subsequent emergence of the new left in the 1960s. By contrast, those who joined in the late 1970s and 1980s typically did not reference ideological conviction, namely leftist (e.g., “reform communist” or social democratic) sympathies.

While strategic mobilizations of the past, the arguments advanced by the individuals featured here run counter to hegemonic instrumentalizations by political elites. Rather than presenting themselves as victims of a coercive dictatorship or downplaying their agency, they emphasized the choices they made within the system, be it promotion of social equality or efforts to acquire the job of their choosing, be promoted, and expand their social networks. Stressing their “independence”—and in some cases representing themselves as extraordinary—former party members strategically connect past and present to provide a coherent narrative of their lives, values, and professional aspirations.2 As such, their accounts illustrate the diverse ways that everyday practices from the socialist period remain salient today.

These narratives were designed to showcase the expertise and acumen they had developed under socialism, which they in turn emphasized to claim access to particular jobs after 1989. For instance, as a result of their educational level (undergraduate and postgraduate degrees), former party members were often able to retain senior positions in Hungarian institutions after 1989. Thus, they drew on the educational capital they had acquired under socialism to justify their previous party membership and to legitimate their continued employment in these positions in the 1990s.3 Educational level and status under the old regime also enabled former party members to participate in the privatization process, either in their workplace or via the public housing they had been provided at reasonable prices before 1989 and which was eligible for purchase at below-market rates after 1989. As such, former party members were key actors in the privatization of public assets. Indeed, those who remained in the public (state) sector until 1989 were more likely to acquire a dominant place in the privatization process than those who had left the public sector earlier (or had been simultaneously active in the private sector and the socialist sector).4 Thus, most of the new, large entrepreneurs were former party members. Although constituting a small segment of society, they had enormous influence and power, participating in one of the most spectacular property acquisition schemes of the 1990s, which, as will be examined, influenced how they narrated their career trajectory.



Party And Career


Membership in the Hungarian communist party peaked in 1956 and then again in 1987. In the year leading up to the 1956 Revolution, party membership increased dramatically to roughly 870,000 (or more than one in ten adults).5 After the period of retribution following 1956, the newly established Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party (MSZMP) increased its membership with similar rapidity. Despite the fact the MSZMP was the party of the “working class,” white-collar workers constituted the largest percentage of members, while blue-collar workers constituted the smallest. By 1986, party membership had risen to 883,131, prompting a review of party members in 1987. During this process, which included the introduction of new party membership books, the party removed more than one thousand members. Scholars have portrayed this purge as an attempt by the leadership to consolidate power and, at the same time, “cleanse” the party. Moreover, they have identified it as the beginning of the end of “the disintegration of the party-state.”6 However, similar trends in party membership can be observed in other countries of the Eastern Bloc; thus, changes in party membership were not necessarily related to the stability of the system.7 For instance, according to Anna Grzymala-Busse, “the Polish and Hungarian parties recruited from the outside, using skill, style, and pragmatism as criteria, while the Czechoslovak party advanced its elites from within, using ideological loyalty as the chief criterion.”8 How was this recruitment strategy reinterpreted and mobilized by former party members in the postsocialist period?

Former party members’ reasons for joining are widely known: workplace promotion, enjoyment of certain benefits (improved working and housing conditions), a genuine belief in socialism, and a commitment to social reform. Yet, in examining former party members scholars have tended to focus on secret police files rather than people’s actual recollections.9 This is not because former party members are ashamed of their past or reluctant to discuss it. Indeed, despite the fact that the MSZMP, and communism more generally, is stigmatized in current Hungarian public and political discourse, former party members frequently share their stories, including positive recollections of their party membership. How is this possible in a climate dominated by anticommunist rhetoric, and what motivations lie behind such accounts?




Why they Joined


Under socialism party membership was a prerequisite for career advancement; thus, after 1989 many claimed they had joined the party for the purpose of workplace promotion. According to this narrative, party membership was a compromise required for thriving professionally. As a former party member, who became the owner of a large company after 1989, explained:


That’s what the secretary of the district party committee asked me to do [to join the party]. But I gave up in a minute because I wanted to train myself at all costs. I don’t mind, but I’ve never been interested in helping myself as a member of the party. I’ll tell you honestly, at the time I was half afraid that if I didn’t do it, it would have put pressure on the company and the business would not have moved forward. I said I’d rather sacrifice myself, do it. And I didn’t regret it.10



For this former member, the party represented opportunities for education and training. The narrative of promotion through party membership may also explain why, conversely, blue-collar workers did not join the party in larger numbers, as they had considerably fewer prospects for promotion than did professionals, technocrats, and office workers.11 As such, managers and other professionals constituted the bulk of communist party members.12 This suggests that the expectation of party membership was almost automatically associated with high office.

Interviews with non–party members confirmed these rationales. Gábor Bojár, founder of the successful Graphisoft CAD software development company and the Aquincum Institute of Technology in Budapest, explained that he was unable to work as a physicist during the communist period because he was not a party member. Thus he went into programming:


If I had been a party member, I might have gotten it [a position as a physicist], but of the five or six people who really worked as physicists, I’d say three or four got them [their positions] based on their merits, and they were better than me, but there were two or three who were able to achieve this through their membership in the party. [That was] in 1973. Well, I was not a member of the party, there was no job for a physicist, so I got a job as a programmer.13



Gábor draws a clear demarcation between “us” (non–party members) and “them” (party members), and claims that “they” sought to break “us” (i.e., pressure us into joining the communist party) but failed, and therefore “they” made it impossible for “us” to get promotions as non–party members.14 This widespread and persistent narrative is based on the prevailing assumption that communist parties offered career opportunities as a reward for political loyalty.15

It is unsurprising that narratives emphasizing careerist motivations as the primary reason for party membership were common after 1989, enabling former members to excuse or justify their decisions (i.e., they argued they had joined the party not for ideological reasons but out of professional considerations). Another strategy among former party members was to make their stories acceptable from the vantage point of regime change, which they often linked to the decline of their workplace and the collapse of the party, as if everything was heading toward 1989.16 By claiming they joined the party for practical reasons, rather than ideological ones, and by emphasizing that they joined when it was clear that socialism was disintegrating and the regime would soon fall, these individuals could retain a modicum of moral authority, even presenting themselves as prophetic.17

Former party members also justified their choices on the basis of ingenuity and their ability to outwit a rigged system.18 In other words, party membership was based on calculation and shrewdness; a means for career advancement or to avoid trouble, which should not be confused with a belief in the communist party or its political stances. In this narrative, former party members are clever individuals who worked the system; they never really wanted to be party members, but because they were intelligent and hoped to progress professionally, as well as get in the good graces of the authorities, they did so. A school principal who had been imprisoned for his revolutionary activities in 1956, after which he became a party member, used this tack. While depicting his entry into the party as a sign of his social responsibility, he also explained that this was the only way he could avoid problems associated with his earlier, antistate activities. Furthermore, he claimed that other party members forced him to join; that he himself had never wanted this:


It was already raised at my previous school, [that] the requirement for promotion was that I needed to settle my relationship with the party…. They told me that I could join the party, they would accept me if I asked for admission. I said “alright, please let me in, but not so that I get anything for myself,” but I thought it would enable me, looking back, to better justify the [1956] events.19



This could work the reverse way as well. A former member of a 1956 workers’ council claimed that he refused to join after the revolution because it would mean collaborating with—and thus legitimizing—the János Kádár regime, for which he had no respect. He noted, “After a visit to the Cotton [factory], the management of the MSZMP in Csepel visited me and asked the whole workers’ council to join the party. The answer was clear: we will never join under any circumstances.”20




Generations and Values


Motivations for joining the party also varied with respect to generation. In the accounts offered by former communist party members, different recollection strategies, often based on when they joined the party, are evident. “Early” party members (those who joined the party before the 1960s) emphasized social responsibility and their role in consolidating socialism, while those who became party members in the 1960s (many of whom were born during the 1940s and belonged to the younger generation) highlighted professional reasons and possibilities for effecting political change. Meanwhile, “latecomers” (those who joined in the mid-1970s and especially the 1980s) stressed that since they joined an already disintegrating party, their membership in it had minimal impact on their careers and was thus not strategic.

Political motivations (i.e., faith in the movement) were mentioned primarily in the recollections of party members who joined in the 1960s. In the second half of the 1960s, it became customary among philosophy students at the Faculty of Arts at Eötvös Loránd University (ELTE) in Budapest (many of them from the late Lukács school) to join the party a year before graduation.21 Some, however, withdrew their applications for party membership after the invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968. Such was the case of Sándor Radnóti, a philosopher and one of the most influential intellectual figures of his generation.22 Tibor Huszár, a member of the Faculty of Arts and also a prominent party member, wrote in 1990 about the appeal of the party for young intellectuals during the 1960s: “The chances of an international and domestic renaissance of Marxism and also the emergence of the new left played a significant role in attracting talented groups of young intellectuals and university students to the party.”23 Huszár, who belonged to the earlier generation, emphasized that party membership signified a declaration of loyalty to the regime, which meant better chances of getting a leading position in the communist bureaucracy (as opposed to nonmembers).24 Therefore, some former party members who were part of the intelligentsia and joined the party in the 1960s do not regard membership as collaboration with the communist regime. Instead, they portray it as a sign of their earlier political commitment and as a form of activism. Miklós Almási, who became head of the aesthetics department at ELTE at the end of the 1970s, described his membership in the party as a tactic that involved “keeping distance,” noting, “‘I’m an outsider, I’m an insider, and oh how happy I am.’ That became my slogan. Happily, outside, inside. In the party I joined, they kicked my ass I don’t know how many times! I was able to get back to the university position only after twenty years had passed.”25 By assuming an insider-outsider position, Almási distanced himself from official expectations, while at the same time enjoying the benefits of party membership.

A university student who joined the party in 1969 and later became a literary historian recalled her decision as having been motivated by a kind of enthusiasm to do something meaningful: “Looking back from a distance of forty years, I can say that I was uninformed about daily political and public issues, and my views were immature and uncertain. As a consequence of my age, perhaps, and my attraction to the career I had chosen as a teacher, I longed to take part in meaningful acts.”26 In this woman’s interpretation, joining the party is related to her belief that she could promote social justice and improve society, as well as her youthful naivete.

The question arises as to why people’s relationships to the party changed over the course of a mere decade. Throughout the Eastern Bloc and, indeed, the globe, 1968 reshaped prevailing conceptualizations of political participation among the generation born after World War II. During the 1960s, politics expanded to include different forms of engagement for the postwar generation, especially university students.27 After years of reprisals in the wake of the 1956 Revolution and the amnesties issued in 1960 and 1963, Hungary seemed to be more open, evident in changes in travel rules, visits by Western tourists, and increased access to consumer goods. In addition, Western news was partially available, and popular media, including new television shows and the tabloid press, expanded.28 Hungarian media now featured pieces about Western youth who were critical of capitalist-imperialism, participated in occupations of universities, and withdrew from conventional society. In this climate, party membership might have appeared to young Hungarians as a vehicle for meaningfully participating in politics, including reforming socialism in Hungary and promoting it globally. As Iván Szelényi described this cohort of young party members:


These Hungarian intellectuals who graduated in the 1960s were driven by ethical motives in their careers. They had a sense of mission or vocation. They wanted to lead society towards an enlightened, rational, humanist, and definitely socialist future…. Many joined the party because they wanted to bring about change, they wanted to seize power, and they wanted to change society with the help of a reformed party.29



In contrast to the prewar generation, which represented compromise, submission to power, intimidation, and “doublespeak,” in this interpretation the generation that came of age in the 1960s was favorably portrayed as a generation embodying new standards of morality. Thus, 1968 symbolized a change in the prevailing understanding of the past, which was accompanied by a kind of lifestyle revolution.30 Everyday activities and consumer habits such as travel, clothing, and even social research acquired a political meaning.31 As a result, people who joined the party in the 1960s were later able to portray themselves as moral entrepreneurs of a sort, whether they were youth workers, rebellious sociologists, or rock musicians who imitated Western music.

This revolutionary narrative played an important role in creating a generational identity, which, in the 1990s, reflected a more empathetic recollection of former party membership, one that explains it as part of the “new leftist” and “neo-Marxist” movement. In the 1990s, an important feature of this memory politics was that the history of the 1960s was not simply a story of the “powerful” versus the “powerless,” but rather a tale that involved “ordinary” party members as protagonists. According to this narrative, members of this “big generation” had taken initiative; they were not simply passive observers of their history but active agents who played an essential role in shaping it. As such, this narrative could be used to explain why they were active party members during the 1960s. At the same time, their activism within the party could be presented as altruistic, rooted in concern for the collective good rather than a selfish form of opportunism.

Meanwhile, some from the 1960s generation claimed that they joined the party as an act of rebellion against the older generation, including their parents. As Ferenc Kulin, a member of the conservative Hungarian Democratic Forum (Magyar Demokrata Fórum, MDF) and former parliamentary member who, during the communist era, was (between 1974 and 1983) deputy editor-in-chief and later editor-in-chief of the critical periodical Mozgó Világ (World on the Move), emphasized: “In order to be a member of the editorial staff of Mozgó Világ I had to be a party member. Of course I didn’t join the party to be an editor. The truth is that from the age of eighteen to twenty-something, I rebelled against my family traditions and against my church, and I wanted to go in a very independent direction.”32




Transforming NetWorks After 1989


Between 2009 and 2011, Mihály Csákó surveyed over four thousand university students about major events in twentieth-century Hungarian history and their family’s (nuclear and extended) relationship to the communist regime.33 According to the students, there were far more members of the “resistance” among their parents than communist party members, even though in the 1980s the number of dissidents came nowhere near the number of party members. Meanwhile, he found that topics that were taboo under communism (the expulsion of the so-called kulaks, the deportations in the early 1950s, and the 1956 Revolution and subsequent reprisals) were rarely discussed in families in which one parent was a former communist party member. Based on Csákó’s findings, it appears that the past is not a major topic of family conversation if one parent was once a member of the communist party, leading him to conclude that former party membership “does not stifle memory, at most it just hampers its survival.”34

In contrast, when former party members talked about their membership with people outside of their family, they tended to exaggerate its importance. James Mark argues that former party members were confronted with conservative nationalist voices after 1989, which demonized them as careerist collaborators. In response, former party members revived their antifascist stories. This was a means of distancing themselves from the negative aspects of the communist regime and underscoring their commitment to ethical principles, which “they hoped would make their lives morally acceptable to a postcommunist audience.”35




Conclusion


Based on the discussion above, former party members presented their membership in numerous ways. For some it was an expression of educational achievement, moral commitment to the common good, and identification with a particular intellectual community, while for others it was necessary for securing a job in one’s field and advancing professionally. Although it is impossible to know the degree to which these representations reflected genuine motivations at the time, because of the way they represented their party membership, none of the individuals featured here considered membership shameful. Instead, they claimed to have worked hard for their positions, which provided them with at least limited opportunities for genuine political participation. More generally, they characterized themselves as ordinary people who had some political power, which they used for “good” purposes. In this way, they reinterpreted the recruitment strategy of the party to legitimize their social positions.

Those who joined the party in the 1950s and especially in the 1960s, during the period of Marxist revisionism, emphasized commitment to the principles of socialist egalitarianism and upward mobility. By justifying their former party membership on collectivist and ethical grounds, they sought to defend themselves from charges of opportunism or having supported a dictatorial regime, which non–party members typically accused them of. Thus, individuals who joined the party in the 1960s could assume a moral high ground, distancing themselves from the older generation of party members of the Stalinist period. Finally, those who joined the “diluted” party in the 1970s and 1980s, when communism was waning, could also present their choice as morally uncompromising.

In addition to playing the morality card, former party members invoked educational credentials in explaining why they became members (since party membership was often necessary for securing work in one’s field and advancing professionally). This explanation served dual purposes: it allowed them to present their decision to join the party as a rational act in a system that was based more on loyalty than merit, and it helped them preserve their pre-1989 privileged status after the collapse of the regime. By highlighting their educational merits, former party members legitimated their suitability for positions in politics, business, and public administration. Yet, in reality, securing such jobs after 1989 often had more to do with the connections they had built up prior to 1989, which they did not mention in their narratives. Their transition from socialism to postsocialism thus reflects continuities: just as they belonged to the educated elite during socialism, so too many continued to belong to the educated (and privileged) elite after 1989. They also continued to benefit from insider networks and connections.

Yet, the significance of such refashioning went well beyond job security and personal enrichment. It also had political implications as the Hungarian Socialist Party (Magyar Szocialista Párt; MSZP, the post-1989 successor to the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party) could count on the support of former party members, enabling it to secure electoral victory in 1994. It did so again in 2002 and 2006, with about half of its votes coming from former communist party members.36 This was a strategic rather than ideological move as former party members realized they would likely be rewarded for their support. As a result, to quote András Körösényi, “the strata that were the beneficiaries of the communist system, the nomenklatura of the communist regime and its wider social clientele, formed the base of the same political camp in the emerging multi-party plural democracy.”37

By strategically crafting their autobiographies, former party members retained jobs in leading Hungarian institutions and used their networks and status to secure positions in politics and business. By presenting their previous choices in a positive light, they also challenged prevailing discourses that vilified communist party membership. Despite the fact that most Hungarians who had not been party members believed former party membership should disqualify individuals for political office, many former party members retained or secured political influence at local and national levels, largely by virtue of their status, education, and social capital. Thus, it is perhaps unsurprising that in 1994 more people claimed to be former communist party members (14 percent of those surveyed) than had actually been (around 10 percent of all adults). This reveals the utility of communist party membership in facilitating individuals’ privileged status both before and after 1989, and that for this cohort, the collapse of communism did not signify a definitive rupture.38
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Part V Home is Where The Heart Is 






12 Children Of The Wende


Everyday Experiences of the Postsocialist Transformation in (East) Germany

Friederike Kind-KovÁcs

In an article published in the East German daily Neue Zeit (The New Times) on January 13, 1990, a woman expressed concern about the challenges that die Wende (regime change) posed for East Germans, singling out children in particular: “Overnight, parents, teachers, educators, and children were confronted with life circumstances they had not known until then,” all of which caused “special risks for children.”1 As some of the most vulnerable members of society, children, she argued, should be of paramount importance, otherwise they could face major disadvantages during the transformation.2 Meanwhile, contemporaries remarked on the mix of emotions they observed among children, who seemed “hopeful and irritated at the same time,” as they were both “impressed by the range of consumer goods and greater freedom of choice” but also “depressed because of the crisis and losses caused by family problems, the dissolution of care facilities, and problems facing their teachers.”3 By October 1990, the Child Commissioner of the Bundestag (the German Parliament), Wilhelm Schmidt, feared East German children “will be the big losers of German reunification,” as parents’ loss of work would lead to divorces, separations, and the dissolution of friendships, which could, in turn, impair children’s upbringing.4

Kathleen K., who was a second-grader during die Wende, recalled in 2020 that her understanding of the period was filtered through the experiences of the adults in her midst: “I think I mainly mirrored what the people around me reacted to. Everyone was like, didn’t really know yet, was excited, [but] no one really knew what was coming.” 5 This linguistically fragmented recollection illustrates how Kathleen attempted to make sense of what was happening by way of adults’ responses to the transformation. In effect, she became their sounding board during this time of crisis. In light of such sentiments, exploring how young people experienced and emotionally processed the collapse of state socialism and the early transition merits sustained analysis.

Drawing on oral histories, autobiographical novels, letters, and print media, this chapter explores the everyday experiences of the Wendekinder (children born between 1975 and 1985) during the early postsocialist transformation. 6 While recent research has focused on “the long history of the transformation” (die lange Geschichte der Wende), as Kerstin Brückweh contends, the years 1989–1990 can serve as a magnifying glass, enhancing our understanding of how change affected people in the short term.7 As children’s routines, families, and social relationships were deeply embedded in the socialist system before 1989, they were particularly affected by the subsequent political and social transformation. Rather than examining “how ‘large processes were passively experienced in the ‘small worlds’ of [young people’s] everyday existence,” I render visible the ways in which people positioned themselves and evaluated the early postsocialist transformation, both contemporaneously as children and retrospectively as adults.8 Many of the individuals featured here entered puberty just as the world around them began crumbling. As such, they experienced multiple transformations, living simultaneously through a political, social, and personal transformation. While views of reunification tended to be celebratory during the 1990s, the Wendekinder featured here express a range of sentiments, revealing that the immediate post-Wende years were accompanied not only by happiness and hopefulness, but also loss, disappointment, and disillusionment. Centering on these critical recollections, this chapter seeks to complicate current tendencies in East Germany to—retrospectively—idealize everyday life in the German Democratic Republic (GDR) and demonize what came after. Understanding why some children experienced the postsocialist transformation and its immediate aftermath as a fundamental rupture might help us grasp the historical roots of the disillusionment with 1989 and its original promises.

By examining children’s often ambiguous narratives of transition, this chapter goes beyond the heroic story of German reunification on the one hand and totalitarian-inflected depictions of the GDR on the other, providing a complex portrait of the socialist regime and the liberal democratic government that followed it. As such, it serves as a barometer for gauging state commitment to its citizens, offering insight into which groups it prioritized and which it subordinated or overlooked.9 To quote a German policymaker: “Tell me how you deal with the children of your country, and I will tell you what kind of politics you conduct.”10



Ambiguous Feelings: Young People’s Experiences of 1989


When discussing the collapse of the Soviet Union, Alexei Yurchak claimed that “the system collapse had been profoundly unexpected and unimaginable … until it happened, and yet, it quickly appeared perfectly logical and exciting when it began.”11 In East Germany, children greeted socialism’s collapse with a host of sentiments: excitement, anticipation, confusion, disorientation, relief. Andrea H., who was a pedagogy student in 1989, recalled the natural momentum and rapidity of change, noting: “If you have such strict rules and regulations, the moment the wall fell, it became an automatic process, which could not be stopped.”12 For Heike H., who was a teenager during the early 1990s, the transition was associated with relief. In an interview in September 2020, she recalled what it had meant to experience the transformation as a sixteen-year-old: “I was at that age when you start questioning everything actively,” emphasizing that she was “so rebellious” that she would have had problems with the previous regime had it not collapsed.13 Meanwhile, Sabine Rennefanz, author of the novel Eisenkinder (Children of Iron), recalled the period more ambivalently: “When I see old pictures on TV from the time after the fall of the Berlin Wall, people always seem so euphoric, relaxed, happy. Wasn’t it the best time to be in puberty? In the middle of a new beginning? Were the younger ones not the winners of the transformation? My notes don’t seem to go with it. I didn’t feel any joy, any optimism.”14 Similarly, Jana Hensel, who was thirteen in November 1989, felt confused and uncertain, noting in her memoir Zonenkinder (After the Wall), “Something happened to this country, which had always been my home, something I did not understand, and that no adult could explain to me, what it was and would actually lead to.”15

The unification of East and West Germany also elicited concern among many young people that their previous experiences and identities would no longer be important and would no longer matter. Pamela Hess emphasized that while “the GDR was indeed a dictatorship, it was also a place where people loved and lived.”16 Such realities were seemingly forgotten, however, as new values based on individualism replaced the old (i.e., East German) ones based on collectivism. Hensel poignantly captured the feeling of being unmoored after 1989: “These are the last days of our childhood, which of course I didn’t know back then, just like doors to another time zone that has the smell of a fairy tale and for which we can no longer find the right words.” Hensel thus looked nostalgically to her childhood before 1989 as a time “when the clocks had a different rhythm, the winter smelled different, and the bows in our hair were tied differently,” adding that it is hard “to remember this fairytale time, because for a long time we wanted to forget it, we wished for nothing more than for it to disappear as quickly as possible. It was as if it should have never existed.” Yet, years later she realized that it did hurt her to “part with the familiar,” when “one day the doors did actually close. Suddenly they were gone, the old days.”17




The Road To Uncertainty: The Transformation of Life as we have known it


As daily life was upended virtually overnight, many of the values, certainties, and convictions people had shared no longer seemed to matter or resonate. Hensel’s feelings of loss about her “GDR childhood” and uncertainty about the future were echoed by others who experienced 1989 as a child or teen. The aforementioned teenager Heike H. expressed ambivalence about the system change, recounting her enthusiastic—and fearless—participation in demonstrations in 1989, while also mourning “those things from my childhood and my country [that] no longer exist.” She further reflected: “Somehow, I lost my country, didn’t I?” She compares this loss to refugees’ loss of home: “[It was like] refugees who can’t go back to their country, who miss it; that was hard for me too.”18 Admittedly, the comparison with refugees is misleading in that East German citizens neither had to flee nor relocate to another country. Nonetheless, they did harbor feelings of loss and disorientation as the country in which they had grown up—the GDR—ceased to exist.

Children’s memories of the transition were also mediated through their parents’ experiences, which at times affected them deeply. In a letter to Neues Deutschland (New Germany), the official newspaper of the GDR, on December 15, 1989, Anne Zimmermann, an eleven-year-old from Lübz, described how, when watching the news of the regime collapse, her “father had tears in his eyes and was very depressed,” something she had never experienced before. Thus, she wished for “all the old men of the old government to be punished so that my parents can be happy again,” because “Erich Honecker and our old government had not been honest with us, they had lied to the people of the GDR.”19

In 1993, German writer Regina Rusch, hoping to give voice to those who had experienced the postsocialist transformation as children, published a collection of over three hundred letters from children aged seven to fourteen.20 The letters capture the void the transformation had created in children’s lives, be it in the realm of leisure, socialization, or daily routines. Walter Bärsch, a German psychologist, criticized in the afterword of the book “how little thought had been given to the situation of children during the transformation,” noting that they had “generally identified” with the GDR and that in their youth clubs “they cheered Honecker and learned that ‘socialism is good, capitalism is bad.’” Because many had “felt at home in their pioneer groups,” they now seemed lost, since “all has been taken from them and nothing new has been put in its place.”21 To children, real existing postsocialism, in many respects, signified a rupture from their former lives, and this required finding new ways of coping. In response to social upheaval, private life and the family became increasingly important, underscoring continuities with the socialist period when the family served as a refuge, albeit from state interference. During the early transformation in particular, the family acquired a stabilizing function, serving as a “‘protective wall’ against imminent losses.”22




Post-1989: Ruptured Lives and Unfulfilled Dreams


The most fundamental challenge for families after 1989 was economic, as many parents lost their jobs. During socialism many people had been employed in large factories and enterprises; however, the privatization and closure of factories created mass layoffs in the former East. Already by 1992, almost one million people had lost their jobs, with women experiencing the greatest job loss: between 1990 and 1995, the unemployment rate for women reached 8.2 percent—almost twice as high as male unemployment (4.9 percent).23 Moreover, women remained unemployed for a longer period, especially those with small children in their care. These new circumstances forced many (East) German women into the role of housewife, which they had generally rejected under socialism. Deindustrialization had psychological effects as well. The East German state had been a “workers’ state,” in which labor was fundamental and unemployment nonexistent—at least officially. As such, job loss after 1989 was experienced as a stigma, producing feelings of shame and frustration.24

While the family often served as a protective shield during the transition, not all parents could insulate loved ones from feelings of insecurity, disillusionment, and sadness. Indeed, with the adoption of capitalism in the East after German unification, parents faced a host of economic challenges, which at times compromised their ability to support their children in navigating change and new challenges. Parents’ abrupt loss of work, in particular, had marked repercussions on their children. As Sabine Rennefanz recalled: “That was perhaps most challenging about growing up in the transformation period: to see how helpless and hurt our parents were. How shall one find a place in the world if those who are supposed to help you are lost themselves? Not all shared this destiny, but many fathers and mothers lost their jobs.”25

Adapting to the new labor market often involved professional reorientation and retraining. Kathleen K., another child of the transformation who had grown up with the conviction that “work is important” and that “it is secure as long as you do your best,” witnessed how her parents were forced to “completely reinvent themselves,” which required participating in job requalification programs. While her parents successfully adapted to the changes, others did not fare so well and were ultimately unable to secure work. Witnessing the regime change as a fourteen-year-old, Dana R. recalled that her father had accepted the need to learn another skill; however, despite his best efforts, he failed to find work and was thus deeply disappointed by the post-1989 changes.26 Having relied on their parents for guidance, support, and comfort, many children and adolescents found such realities jolting.

Families were also ambiguously affected by the consumer revolution that emerged after the collapse of the East German regime, when Western goods flooded into the East. Under the GDR’s economy of shortage, East Germans often looked at West Germany’s consumer culture with envy. For instance, Heike H. recalled how jealous she had been of West German children’s access to certain sweets, which she had learned about from a comic book, Die Biene Maja (Maya the Bee), she received from her grandmother. Through these comics she became familiar with Müller chocolate rice pudding, something she had never seen or eaten. Thus, for her “the West was always paradise”; it “was colorful, light, while the GDR was always grey.”27

Hopes of engaging fully in this consumer paradise were soon dashed, as prosperity was unevenly felt due to the social inequalities that emerged under capitalism. As Frank Budy, who was thirteen in 1990, recalled: “Before the transformation my mother regularly bought me something … now she often says that we need to cut down on expenses. Now, when I need something to wear, I do get something, but only what is absolutely necessary.”28 As Frank’s recollection demonstrates, the increased choice and availability of consumer products meant little for those experiencing economic difficulties; instead, they produced disappointment, particularly among children.

Pierre Spiller, who was twelve years old in 1990, emphasized in a letter that people were “happy that the borders were finally open and that we, children, were also allowed into the West,” adding that it felt “like a dream.” Yet, he also realized that “the beautiful dream is no longer so beautiful because completely new worries also emerged, which we didn’t expect before.” While tempted by the many beautiful things from the West that he had learned about in advertisements before 1989, he soon realized that his family “cannot afford many of the things which we would like to have,” which is why his parents “talk almost every day about money, complaining that it is not enough.”29 Pierre’s letter underscores the ambiguous, even bittersweet, nature of the transformation: his initial happiness about the opening of the border and the possibility of buying things he had once only dreamed about on the one hand, and his family’s inability to actually purchase those things due to lack of means on the other. Pierre was thus frustrated with the discrepancy between his initial expectations and the reality that shattered his dreams.

While this discrepancy was difficult for children, it was even more difficult for single mothers who struggled to support their children, let alone treat them to the new consumer goods on offer. In 1990, a single mother of two (aged nine and thirteen) recalled the challenges in affording basic goods for her children. As the rent had quadrupled, there was no money left for anything extra. She explained: “Already now, I need to say all the time, ‘we cannot afford this.’ I need to save for months to be able to buy clothes or shoes. A common vacation is an illusion. For birthdays and Christmas, I can only give practical gifts.”30 As the initial fascination with Western consumer goods faded among some East Germans, feelings of “Ostalgie” (a nostalgia for East German material objects) emerged. East German consumer goods thus became symbols of a romanticized East German past that had been wiped out.




Physical and Mental Migration


Due to unemployment, but also the long-cherished dreams to live a “better life,” after 1989 many families seized the opportunity to leave for West Germany. However, mass migration had several unanticipated repercussions. As people fled due to unemployment, entire East German villages began to simply die out. Meanwhile, families who arrived in the West faced difficulties they had not foreseen. Even though they shared a common language and rapidly found well-paid work, many felt alienated or even like second-class Germans. The forty-year division between the two Germanys was evident in daily encounters. Johannes Nichelmann, a post-Wende child, recalled how he felt in his new school in Bavaria. While he was born after the regime change and moved to the West only in 2002, he nonetheless felt a psychological divide and the stigma of being East German. Prior to moving to the West, he almost “never thought about being (East) German,” however, once he arrived in Bavaria, he realized that he was now an “Ossi,” which made him feel excluded and marginalized, hindering his ability to “enter into wonderful friendships.”31 Feeling “pushed into the same corner” against his will, without exactly comprehending what was going on, he noted: “I defend East Germany and the GDR. Without knowing exactly what I am defending. It’s a feeling of double powerlessness. The fight against discrimination and the feeling of not being able to explain one’s origin.”32

These westward departures did not always include the entire family, as thousands of parents left their children behind in the East, either temporarily or permanently. A mother from Hellersdorf, for instance, was reported to have left with a friend to West Berlin on the night of November 13, 1989, leaving her four-year old twins Sascha and Sebastian with another friend. After some time, it was clear that the mother did not intend on returning.33 Meanwhile, an article in Neue Zeit on November 30, 1989, related the story of three children in Berlin-Friedrichshain (Christoph, 3, Katharina, 2, and Steffen, 9 months) whose mother, now in Werneck, West Germany, had stated she was not planning on returning to the East and that “the concerned father should take care of them.”34

This type and level of parental neglect triggered heated discussions in the media. On December 6, 1989, the Schubert family wrote to the East German Neue Zeit, expressing indignation about child abandonment: “Parents quietly leave our country without their children. What kind of mothers are they, what kind of fathers? Don’t they have any conscience? It’s pre-Christmas time, so slowly we are getting into the mood for the celebration of the year, and what can these children expect? A pile of broken pieces, no more home with child love, lots of tears and certainly mental disorders.”35 Youth councils in the East tried to locate parents via newspaper ads, and orphanages took in many children who had been left behind; however, they were unable to take them all in. Only recently have the stories of these forgotten children attracted scholarly attention, bringing to light the more heartrending effects of the transition.




Childcare and Leisure


The transition to a market economy also affected East Germany’s childcare system. As a “welfare dictatorship” the GDR provided a range of social entitlements, including subsidized childcare.36 In 1989, 98 percent of all children aged three to six attended kindergarten, and 80 percent of children aged two months to three years were cared for in a state nursery. With German reunification, state expenditures on welfare provisions in the East were scaled back, resulting in the closing or privatization of childcare facilities. In addition, as factories closed, so too did the childcare centers that were housed within them. The loss of affordable childcare created particular challenges for blue-collar families. In a letter published in Neues Deutschland in early 1990, parents complained about the shuttering of a children’s nursery, demanding that it should be reopened, as their children had been “optimally cared for” at this institution.37

The closing of daycares and kindergartens was also jolting for care workers, many of whom lost their jobs. As Kerstin S. lamented, “there were no more children in the nursery,” adding that her kindergarten was so fundamentally restructured that “we, the young, had to leave.” Meanwhile, some private childcare facilities refused to hire East German care workers, believing they had been “tainted by socialist ideology.” Rosemarie K., a former care worker, emphasized that her proximity to the former regime, rather than her competence, was what seemed to matter after 1989.38 This produced bitterness within care workers, who felt that their expertise and experience no longer mattered.

Some care workers resisted efforts to displace them from the workforce. For instance, workers at a nursery in Berlin Treptow invited parents from West Berlin to observe the quality of care they provided, demonstrating that “the pedagogical work and the everyday life of children had been improved to such a degree that it could be compared with the quality of a West German nursery.”39 Such acts were influenced by both economic need and a desire to challenge stereotypes about East German childcare institutions and their staff.

In the immediate aftermath of the fall of the Berlin Wall, East German pedagogues and childcare institutions were under constant pressure to prove their pedagogical quality and financial sustainability. This critical evaluation process, while creating common childcare standards, also produced inequalities between the East and West German labor markets. For instance, Stefanie H., an East German mother and care worker at the time, felt that her West German colleagues had looked down on her. While she acknowledged that East Germany could not “catch up overnight with what the West had achieved in forty years,” she nevertheless recalled feeling “personally hurt” when she heard some West Germans on television say that “we East Germans should first learn how to work,” as she had always been a diligent and conscientious worker.40

Insults aside, many East German pedagogues were keen on learning new approaches to teaching and caregiving. Veronika K., a former East German daycare manager, recalled a pedagogical training trip during which East German kindergarten teachers learned about West German approaches to childcare: how important the individual child was, what methods they employed “to support and encourage children,” and “how to turn their weaknesses into strengths.”41 For East German care workers, this transformation entailed a shift from a collective to a more individualized understanding of childhood and childcare. It also involved reducing the caretaker–child ratio and the formulation of new pedagogical agendas. The newly established “program for care in nurseries” (Programm für die Erziehungsarbeit in den Kinderkrippen) resulted in the awareness of the need “to respond sensitively to the needs of each individual child, establish positive social contacts, and foster [children’s] innovative and creative abilities.” At the same time, it acknowledged that nurseries “could not replace the warmth, security, and love of families.”42

Childcare was also diversified and schedules were made more flexible. New types of care such as “kinderläden” and “nanny projects” emerged as an alternative to nurseries, enabling parents to freely choose their preferred care facilities.43 In addition, parents of children with disabilities were given the choice of having their children attend a facility for children with special needs or a “normal school.”44 This signified a decidedly positive rupture, ending the state-mandated institutionalization by school and health authorities that had resulted in the isolation and discrimination of children with special needs.45 Parents were also allowed and expected to be more involved in childcare decisions, including how quickly their child should be acclimated to a care facility. In 2020, Veronika K. recalled that before 1989 “the children were handed over and good-bye,” but now they had to consider the process of attachment and their acclimatization to caretakers. Moreover, she noted that emphasis was placed on play, rather than just learning. Overall, then, childcare witnessed an ambiguous transformation: on the one hand, a reduction in childcare facilities, which resulted in job loss for many care workers; on the other hand, improvements in the quality of care at existing childcare centers.

Heike M., a childcare worker, felt that attitudes and relationships changed most after 1989, which she welcomed and found liberating. In 2020 she recalled how “suddenly there were topics that were really interesting. And they talked about it and parents asked questions: ‘How do you want to do that?’ And we honestly admitted: ‘We don’t know yet. We can’t tell you yet. You can see what’s going on here and we’re changing a lot right now. We’ll have to decide it at some point.’”46 This exchange reveals how the democratization of the political regime also resulted in the democratization of childcare. It hints at the slow negotiation process that accompanied the pedagogical transformation. As little instruction was given to care workers about the new pedagogical agenda, they had to shape their institutions’ future by themselves. Heike emphasized greater openness between caregivers and parents, as well as children’s increased input in determining the nature of their leisure activities.

Children’s leisure also witnessed fundamental reconfiguration. State organizations for youth leisure, such as the pioneers and the Freie Deutsche Jugend (FDJ; Free German Youth), were either disbanded or lost so many members that they were forced to shut down. As a result, the sense of community and belonging that had been forced through and fostered by these organizations waned as well. Verena, who was eleven in 1990, lamented the loss of such social relations, noting, “I dislike it that they got rid of the pioneers…. I liked the feeling of belonging.” Verena preferred to say that she had once belonged (to the young pioneers) than to say that she now belonged nowhere. She concluded: “We were all part of something, it was this feeling of belonging together, that’s very important to me, that you are not a loner. With the Wende everyone is now for themselves.”47 Meanwhile, in an article in Neues Deutschland from January 1990, a woman wrote, “The kids in the neighborhood lack places to play and meet,” adding that schools were increasingly leaving children to their own devices.48 As Veronika K., whose own children were young at the time, recalled, “I felt that all of a sudden my own children didn’t know what to do with their free time.”49 In addition to youth organizations, children’s holiday camps were closed, leaving many East German families without childcare during the summer months.50 Many teenagers were, however, also relieved from the pressure they had experienced through their membership in the children’s and youth mass organizations of the GDR. New social and economic inequalities also affected children’s access to leisure opportunities. Only those children whose parents were among the “winners” of the transformation could enjoy the wide range of fee-based leisure and travel opportunities on offer—and their parents were free of worry as well.

Although new youth groups were established after 1989, children increasingly spent more time alone, including at home watching television. Kathleen K. described this change in her own life once she became a latchkey child: “So then I started to be outside less. And then I sat in front of the TV more. And just like that, a bit of the framework that surrounded us was suddenly gone.”51 Like Kathleen, many other children of the Wende lost a substantial part of their common institutional coherence and had trouble coping with this social void. The transformation thus undermined the sense of community and belonging that many young people had experienced in socialist organizations, producing isolation and loneliness.




Conclusion


As explored in this chapter, (East) German children often experienced—and remembered as adults—1989 and the early transition in similar ways.52 More generally, what many young people had considered to be eternal before 1989 simply vanished into thin air or abruptly lost its meaning. For them, 1989 represented the end of everyday routines and relationships, triggering feelings of disorientation and sadness. Alongside losing outlets for socializing with their peers, young people witnessed the complete dissolution of their country and its integration into a different one. Herein we can detect a fundamental difference from other postsocialist societies. While German unification was expected to be easier, smoother, and more natural due to the formerly shared past and identity of the once unitary German state, this expectation did not turn out to be true. The disappearance of the GDR as a country caused widespread feelings of loss and disappointment among East German children. Even in 2023, thirty-four years after 1989, heated debates revolve around the supposedly failed mental reunification of both states and the ongoing division of Germany into “Ossis” (East Germans) and “Wessis” (West Germans).53

In the past decade the former children and adolescents of the Wende have played a key role in the current debate over the reevaluation of the GDR and the transformation. Back then, during the process of the Wende, those entering their teens not only faced social transformation, but they also experienced the developmental changes of adolescence. Understandably, then, young people recall feeling overwhelmed by these rapid and simultaneous changes and by the disappearance of life as they had known it. An eleven-year-old girl from Berlin expressed shock and anger that everything she had believed in seemingly ceased to matter overnight: “I am afraid. I cannot understand that everything I had learned in eight years of school will be useless and wrong.”54 Other children similarly felt that the rug had been pulled out from under them, as the structures that had given their lives meaning ceased to exist. For Kathleen K., these changes had long-term effects on her personality. She noted: “I was used to being guided and then that was gone. And I believe that this haunts me until today…. If there are too many paths, too many possibilities, then I’m a bit overwhelmed.”55 Herein we can also see how deeply the East German dictatorship had intervened in the private lives of its youngest generations. Due to the overtly defined daily routines—starting from nursery school—that left little freedom of choice to children in the GDR, the newly gained freedom after 1989 overwhelmed many children. Others, however, felt an amazing relief from the fading influence of the state in their individual lives and were happy to spend this newly gained time with old and new friends.

Some also felt that their youth simply disappeared after 1989. Christiane M., who was twenty when the wall came down, describes how political rupture went hand in hand with personal rupture. She explained that “the time back then was very exciting and nerve-wracking,” which expressed itself in “this break between childhood, youth, and growing up.” Until then, she noted, “life was just babbling along, which suited me quite well. But “then came the regime change, and since then everything has been racing.” Despite acknowledging all the opportunities available to her now, she longs for the time before 1989, even if life during real existing socialism had also meant more restrictions: “I didn’t lack anything, but there are certainly others who felt restricted. But nowadays you are also restricted. That’s my impression.” Christiane feels not only the pressures of fast-paced life under everyday postsocialism, but also its disappointments, as her financial situation never enabled her to make use of the many new opportunities. She expressed the greatest pain, however, when describing her parents’ sense of helplessness after 1989, as they did “not understand the world anymore.”

Thus, young people were confronted with new worries, specifically the financial challenges their parents faced as a result of unemployment and rising costs for housing and basic goods. As children typically relied on their parents for emotional support, these new realities were jolting. In some cases, parents’ responses to the transition had lingering effects, influencing how young people responded to change in adulthood. Christiane noted that her parents’ responses to rapid change were “handed down” to the next generation, which is why she felt as if “you never really get rid of it…. I think I’ve never really gotten rid of it.”56 This retrospective reflection on the intergenerational transmission of loss and disorientation underscores the possible long-term repercussions of the transformation. While children who succeeded in “getting rid” of such inherited emotional responses were able to fill the void created by the collapse with something meaningful, their memories of the time before 1989 nonetheless still constitute a central part of their memory—and their identity—today.
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13 Out Of Sight But Not Out Of Mind


The Romanian Diaspora and Politics at Home

Sergiu Gherghina and Raluca Farcas



Introduction


There are many instances in which migrants live in two worlds: in their country of residence and in their country of origin. The transnational ties between migrants and their home countries are often investigated through the lenses of economic (remittances) or social (contacts) relations.1 The political involvement of migrants in their home country, meanwhile, has received considerably less coverage, with most studies addressing voting in elections organized at home. Much of this research examines migrants’ support for specific parties, their motivations for turnout and political mobilization, or issues related to a broader sense of local (in the country of residence) or national (relative to the country of origin) identity. Nevertheless, we know relatively little about the broader impact of migrants on political life back home. This chapter analyzes Romanian migrants’ participation in political life in their home country. Romania is a particularly compelling case for such an analysis given its extensive share of labor migrants (both temporary and permanent)—one of the largest among European Union (EU) countries over the last two decades.2 In 2015–16, the Romanian diaspora was the fifth largest in the world and the largest in the EU in relation to the total population of the country, with 17 percent of native-born Romanians living abroad.3 When seasonal workers, who leave temporarily to work in construction and agriculture, are included in this figure the percentage reaches 20 percent.4 As Romanians abroad have the right to vote in Romanian elections, either physically in their country of residence or, since 2016, by mail, they possess the potential to significantly influence the political process. Meanwhile, the Romanian state engages with diaspora communities by supporting institutions, programs, and policies aimed at preserving specific ethnic ties.5 As part of these initiatives, the Romanian diaspora is represented in the Romanian Parliament by four deputies and two senators.6 These designated seats for the diaspora may explain electoral mobilization among migrants and why all (parliamentary) political parties encourage the diaspora population to vote.

In this chapter, we examine Romanian migrants’ influence on politics in their home country, focusing particularly on national elections and popular mobilization. We illustrate how migrant participation in Romanian politics reflects the diaspora’s commitment to democracy and postsocialist transformation more generally. The diaspora’s participation in elections decisively influenced the results of two presidential elections, while their engagement in protests contributed to the antigovernment movements that emerged in Romania in the 2010s. Such active political participation is a sign of national belonging beyond borders. We focus on the period between 2008—a year after Romania’s accession to the EU and the first year in which Romanians abroad were represented in the national legislature of their home country—and 2020, when the most recent parliamentary elections occurred. While many contributions in this volume discuss the continuities between socialism and postsocialism, this chapter presents a story of rupture from the socialist period, when migration was limited; mobilization was, with a few exceptions, state-orchestrated; and people’s engagement in politics was restricted to voting for a single party.

The analysis draws on primary and secondary data, including an original survey conducted by the authors among 1,839 Romanian migrants in January 2018.7 The secondary data is taken from electoral databases, media reports, and previous studies on the electoral behavior of Romanian migrants.8 The media reports include interviews with migrants and should be considered illustrative rather than representative of migrant opinions. The information based on media reports is used to triangulate the information from other sources.




When and Why did they Leave? The Growth of the Romanian Diaspora


Official data on Romanian migrants is unavailable as registration is not compulsory in the EU countries where many of them reside. Estimates of the Romanian diaspora range from four to six million out of a total population of roughly 22.5 million (in the mid-1990s, when migration rates were low). Romanian migration between 1990 and 2020 can be divided into three waves. First, there was temporary migration during the 1990s, driven by Romania’s economic instability and low wages. During the first decade of the transition, uneven and erratic privatization led to high unemployment and low standards of living, and migrants, typically male, sought work abroad to support their families in Romania.9 The second wave of migration started in the early 2000s and coincided with the onset of Romania’s negotiations for EU accession. As the latter was supposed to occur in 2004, visa requirements were lifted a couple years before that date. The visa-free regime marked an explosion in Romanian migration: between 2000 and 2010, the estimated number of migrants tripled compared with the first wave.10 In 2009 and 2010, roughly one quarter of Romanian households had at least one family member that migrated.11 Most of these migrants settled in Italy and Spain, home to existing Romanian diaspora communities.12 This wave included seasonal, temporary, and permanent migrants as well as skilled laborers and white-collar professionals, particularly medical professionals, producing significant shortages in the Romanian health care system.13 The third wave started around the financial crisis of 2008 and was characterized by larger numbers of labor migrants (both high-and low-skilled). Meanwhile, the majority of Romanians who were already abroad during the financial crisis did not return home.14 After 2010, the number of highly educated individuals leaving Romania increased dramatically, with many university students choosing to complete their education and seek work abroad.15

In explaining their reasons for emigrating, Romanian migrants identify high levels of corruption and lack of career opportunities. In a 2018 survey with migrants, 81 percent of the respondents claimed that corruption influenced their decision to leave the country. Meanwhile, nearly 76 percent claimed that lack of career opportunities prompted them to leave Romania. Low or insufficient wages/salaries were mentioned by 63 percent of those interviewed, while a desire to reunite with family was mentioned by 35 percent. Such findings are reflected in an interview with a Romanian migrant living in Sweden:


Sweden is the country of politicians without benefits and immunity. That’s why I’m here and that’s how Sweden was imprinted in my memory! Most likely I will not return to Romania as more than a tourist…. Basically, due to corruption and indifference, I left Romania. I feel that the taxes I pay to the Swedish state are also reflected in the quality of life that I and those around me have here. Like me, there are millions of Romanians who have gone to foreign countries, who may never return to Romania.16






Political Engagement


Romanian migrants participate in politics, including voting and protests, in their country of origin because they hope to change the conditions that forced them to leave in the first place. As a Romanian who currently lives in Spain explained in an interview for TimpOnline.Ro, which covers contemporary events in Romania:


If we changed the whole government, many of us would return home…. If we changed this whole government, maybe, maybe…. I know that Romanians don’t go to the polls. That’s why politicians take advantage of the fact that they’ve given us free rein to go abroad and they go and buy the old people’s votes with a bucket. That’s it!17



Another Romanian, who lives in Belgium, claimed that concern about changes to the judiciary prompted his participation in protests in Romania in 2018.


Romania is a few decades behind the level of Western societies and that is why I believe the current government, through the legal measures aimed at the Judiciary, does nothing but return Romania to the path it started in 1989. Yes, it is an act of contempt, of protest, but, at the same time, it is also an act of protection. For family reasons (my wife has a family in Romania), I must go to the country from time to time. I don’t want to be unpleasantly surprised, to be questioned or even arrested for expressing my anti-government views on social media.18



Much of the research on migrants’ political participation in their home countries focuses on electoral and voting behavior.19 Determinants of voter turnout among diaspora populations range from the quality of democracy in their country of residence to integration policies to diaspora characteristics to limited opportunities for political involvement in the country of residence.20 In addition to voting, diaspora populations engage politically in their country of origin by joining political parties, supporting political campaigns (often through financial contributions), and taking part in protests or demonstrations.21 Earlier studies have analyzed the extent to which the migrant populations’ size, the proximity of the election, the quality of democracy in the country of residence, and links between the country of origin and country of residence, along with institutional, socioeconomic, and political variables, influence Romanians’ participation in elections back home.22

Romanian migrants’ motivation for voting is rooted in effecting political change at home.23 Many Romanians left the country due to poor economic and social conditions, driven largely by high levels of corruption and low levels of government performance. The party in government at the time of migration often influenced people’s decision to leave, as they blamed it for the poor conditions in the country. Considered from this perspective, voting could be a means of punishing those responsible for their departure and for rewarding those who instill hope. In addition to voting themselves, Romanian migrants seek to influence the voting behavior of relatives and friends. A study examining the Romanian legislative and presidential elections in 2012, 2014, and 2016 showed that migrants who are invested in electoral outcomes try to persuade family members to vote for a particular party.24

Research on the relationship between the Romanian diaspora and political parties in Romania indicates ties between institutions in the country and people beyond borders.25 However, the recognition of the diaspora in party statutes does not always determine the political commitment of migrants, the new parties being more effective in determining the participation of the diaspora through informal and online interaction.26 Another study indicates the relevance of two other determinants of the electoral participation of Romanian migrants: the degree of involvement in the local community and the type of relationship with citizens in the residence countries.27




Changing the Electoral Outcome: Reality vs. Myth


Romanians abroad played an important role in the presidential elections of 2009 and 2014, exerting a direct influence on the outcome. 28 In 2009, the incumbent president, Traian Băsescu, then a member of the Partidul Democrat Liberal (PDL; Democratic Liberal Party), competed in a second round against Mircea Geoană, the leader of the main opposition party, Partidul Social Democrat (PSD; Social Democratic Party, a successor to the Romanian Communist Party). In those elections, 10.6 million people participated, including 150,000 diaspora Romanians.29 While Geoană led in Romania by about 15,000 votes, Băsescu led in the diaspora by 115,000 votes (as opposed to 31,000 for Geoană), enabling Băsescu to secure victory. Although the results were accepted by most of the Romanian population, supporters and party leaders of the Social Democrats criticized them, and the PSD’s executive committee argued that the diaspora’s vote should count less than the vote of those living in Romania.30

The 2014 elections, when PSD prime minister Victor Ponta ran against Klaus Iohannis, then mayor of Sibiu and member of the Partidul Național Liberal (PNL; National Liberal Party), yielded a similar pattern. In the first round Ponta secured 40 percent of the vote, while Iohannis secured 30 percent (with a turnout of roughly 53 percent of the electorate); however, Ponta only managed to secure 15 percent of the diaspora vote, while Iohannis received over 50 percent. Iohannis’s support among the diaspora population, while impressive, was in fact an underestimation as major irregularities in voting procedures at diaspora polling stations were soon discovered. As the PSD has historically fared poorly among diaspora voters and because elections in the diaspora are organized by the Romanian embassies and coordinated by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, enabling the prime minister to directly influence them, Ponta, aiming for victory, had sought to repress voter turnout in the diaspora.31 He did this by limiting the number of available polling stations in major cities, forcing people to wait hours to vote. Throughout Germany, France, Italy, Spain, and the United Kingdom—all countries with large Romanian diasporas—only a handful of polling stations were open. For example, in Germany only five polling stations were open (in Bonn, Berlin, Hamburg, Munich, and Stuttgart), and because many temporary migrants lived considerable distances from these cities, they had to travel hundreds of kilometers to vote. As a result, many Romanian migrants were discouraged from voting or were unable to vote, and, in the end, only 130,000 in the diaspora voted.

In response to this discovery, protests erupted in diaspora communities and in Romania between the first and second rounds, with protesters demanding additional polling stations, staff, and extended voting time. While the government promised additional polling stations for the second round, this did not happen, and voters in the diaspora encouraged relatives and friends in Romania to vote against Ponta. In the end, of the nearly 315,000 diaspora residents who voted, approximately 90 percent supported Iohannis. Securing an additional two million voters in the second round, Iohannis won the election by one million votes.32

The diaspora usually votes against the PSD, charging it with corruption and holding it responsible for the mass migrations from Romania over the last two decades. Instead, diaspora voters typically choose centrist parties such as the Liberal Democrats (PDL) in 2008, the National Liberals (PNL) in 2016, and the Save Romania Union (USR) in 2016 and 2020, though it has also supported nationalist parties, such as the People’s Party (PP-DD) in 2012 and the far-right Alliance for Romanian Unity (AUR) in 2020, which subsequently gained seats in Parliament.33 That said, diaspora support for AUR was not significantly higher than it had been for other parties, such as Save Romania Union–Freedom, Unity and Solidarity Party (USR PLUS), and Băsescu’s People’s Movement Party (PMP), and was thus not a determining factor in securing parliamentary seats (of those who voted for AUR, only 11.5 percent were from the diaspora). Meanwhile, the National Liberals (PNL) pulled a smaller share of the diaspora vote than usual (see Figure 13.1).34 Typically, the diaspora vote diverges from the vote in Romania, reflected in the fact that the PSD has won the national vote on a continuous basis in Romania since 2000, receiving 15 percent or less of the diaspora vote.

Percentage of Party Votes in the Diaspora Relative to the Total Votes Received


[image: Figure 1 shows the percentage of votes received in the diaspora by political parties relative to their total votes. The PNL got 3.5 percent, the PMP 8 percent, the USR PLUS 9.5 percent, and the AUR 11.5 percent.]

Figure 13.1. Percentage of Party Votes in the Diaspora Relative to the Total Votes Received, 2020.






Migrants and Protest


As in other East European countries, Romania was characterized by large waves of protests between 2010 and 2020, some of which involved the diaspora. These included the aforementioned protests in 2014, in response to efforts by Ponta to restrict diaspora voting, who claimed that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs was responsible for such poor organization and refused to amend legislation to supplement polling stations.35 Instead, as discussed above, marginal and insufficient measures were taken to improve the situation. In response, Romanians in the diaspora engaged in ad hoc protests in front of polling stations in Great Britain, Germany, Austria, Belgium, and Italy and launched an online mobilization campaign asking relatives and friends in Romania to vote against Ponta.

Ponta’s refusal to extend voting time in the diaspora by two hours intensified this mobilization. Protests were organized by the Federation of Romanian Associations in Europe (FADERE) “due to the lack of response from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs following the countless requests made by Romanians in the diaspora to regulate the issue of voting in the second round of the presidential elections.” The protest appealed to all those “who were wronged and dissatisfied with the organization of elections in the diaspora to appear in front of embassies at a joint and peaceful event.”36

The largest protests, however, occurred in 2017 in response to the PSD-led government’s efforts to amend the justice and criminal codes.37 These changes threatened to potentially subordinate justice to politics, undermining the rule of law in Romania.38 The Romanian diaspora responded by mobilizing against these measures. A migrant from Munich explained to journalists from an independent online newspaper her decision to get involved in the following manner: “[When] laws are being prepared to—to spare the corrupt from prison and to allow them to steal without being punished up to a certain amount and to completely forgive their deed, not just to lift their punishment, then I felt that we must stop this roller coaster.”39 Meanwhile, a Romanian from Zurich claimed he protested for the same reason he did in University Square in 1990, when students and professors mobilized against the election of former communist elites to the presidency and parliament:


The National Anticorruption Directorate (DNA) and the Attorney General are being attacked without a real basis, they are trying to empty the meaning of abuse of office by defining an arbitrary threshold, the conflict of interests for relatives is decriminalized … the current government is not focused on fulfilling electoral promises, but has the undeclared but visible goal of rescuing corrupt people from prison.



He further elaborated that, as a Romanian citizen, he had,


the duty to go to the polls and choose the best option, and if it does not exist, then the lesser evil; the duty to support and strengthen democratic society. I also believe that we must not miss the opportunity to vote, even if we do not immediately see change for the better in our vote. I believe again that it is important to take a civil and firm attitude: we no longer have the time and reason to tolerate what is not tolerable as a public attitude. The solution will come from a change of attitude to each one and not through the “magic” character or party.40



While the protests of 2014 and 2017 were carried out by the Romanian diaspora in their countries of residence, many returned to Romania in August 2018 to the “Diaspora at Home” protests. These protests were driven by several factors. First, there was a general dissatisfaction with PSD governance and the party’s continuous attempt to tamper with the judicial process. Second, the government had dismissed the chief prosecutor of the National Anticorruption Directorate (DNA), Laura Codruța Kövesi, because of her effectiveness in prosecuting public officials for corruption, many of whom belonged to the PSD.41 Third, the PSD leader, Liviu Dragnea, was appointed president of the Chamber of Deputies in the Romanian Parliament despite pending convictions.42 On August 10, 2018, approximately 100,000 people who had returned from the diaspora started protesting in front of the government building (on Victoria Square) in Bucharest against the PSD government. The protests became violent, as radical groups joined and instigated violence, prompting an aggressive reaction from police that ended with the injury of over 400 people.43 In addition, water cannons and tear gas were used to evacuate participants. Simultaneously, as a sign of solidarity, a series of protests with hundreds of participants took place in cities throughout the country: Cluj-Napoca, Timișoara, Iași, Sibiu, Brașov. Dragnea claimed that the diaspora rally was political given that several members from opposition parties were present at the protests.44

The Romanian migrants protesting in Bucharest demanded the government’s resignation on the basis of incompetence and the removal from public office of all officials suspected of corruption and criminal acts. As one diaspora protester asserted in an interview given to a TV station supporting liberal values:


I have been in Austria for a year. Unfortunately, I had to resign from my job to protest. There are still jobs, but a protest like this only happens once in a lifetime…. We do not come to occupy the country, we come to bring real democracy, from the West, not from the East. There is no democracy in Eastern Europe.45



Another protester explained, “We want to bring down the Government, we have no other claims, this is no longer possible. Possibly early elections, later…. Changes to the laws of justice, law 303, 304, amendment of abuse of office, these attacks on the National Anticorruption Directorate that show that these rulers are afraid of what they did.”46 Other voices among the diaspora asserted that they wanted to see the government replaced, noting in their statements to an international press agency: “Almost all of the public sector is malfunctioning, it must be changed completely and replaced with capable people,” or “We want to come home but with the current ruling of the country it is not possible, we want change for the better and a future for our children, that is why we are protesting. We want to change this government and make it better.”47

Several migrants explained that they chose to get involved in the protests for “political transparency, a modern education system [based on meritocracy and recognized worldwide], a modern medical system [again based on meritocracy and with free services for patients], and a well-developed infrastructure,” as well as “to eliminate corruption in the country, to eliminate bureaucracy in Romanian consulates/embassies, to introduce electronic voting.”48 Others echoed such sentiments, claiming that Romanians needed “modern roads and schools [and] above all, to not have to pay bribes to the left and right.”49 In general, many migrants claimed that their involvement in the protests was rooted in a commitment to democratic ideals and to have “laws that protect citizens, not politicians.”50

Many protesters wanted to see a reform of the system because they hoped to move back to Romania at some point. As one migrant noted, “I will return when we have a government with which we can talk, that has the interests of the citizen (in mind). I would like to get involved in certain areas where I could help Romania’s development, because Romania can be a normal country. Because we have capable people.”51 In light of the disappointing nature of democracy in Romania, a protester from Germany argued that political participation was essential because “it is a trap to believe that anything we do doesn’t change anything. Honest people need to have a say, and that’s why they’re getting involved.”52 In addition to engaging in protests, they argued in interviews with journalists from an independent news agency that it was important to vote:


I think there are enough political options on the ballot. Even if some say there is nothing to vote for, I think one should always vote. Ultimately, the vote can be given to new political parties that have a plan for Romania’s future. If they do not keep their promises, in the next election the stamp will end up in another box on the ballot. But the vote must be cast.53



Romanian migrants who participated in the 2018 protests were motivated by three factors: first, a general belief that the political situation in the country can change and it will become a place to which they can return. Because many left the country due to low wages, corruption, and poor institutional performance, they emphasized the rule of law and the need for properly functioning institutions. Second, their emphasis on the rule of law demonstrates migrants’ commitment to the democratic values and ideals that characterized street protests in 1989—and the anticommunist protests in 1990. This underscores continuities in popular understandings of democracy and the practices that are mobilized (i.e., protests) to defend it. Third, many hope to counteract broader populist efforts, particularly as expressed by the PSD.

More generally, this protest culture is animated by a desire for political stability, civil liberties, fairness, and justice, illustrating the salience of 1989. Continuities are also reflected in the type of discourses used to describe poorly performing elites and state institutions. One of these is the reference to corruption, which was an accepted practice in 1989 since it was part of the old regime. In protests involving the diaspora, corruption is considered one of the major problems in the country and the main reason why many Romanians left. Moreover, people’s political and social demands have become more complex, with specific demands for state modernization and democratic consolidation, as opposed to demands three decades ago about the establishment of basic institutions.




Migrants’ Influence on Friends and Family


The events surrounding the 2014 presidential elections indicate that the Romanian diaspora has the potential to impact the political choices of those at home. Communication between migrants abroad and their home communities continues to be strong and frequent. A survey conducted by the authors with Romanians in the diaspora asked about interactions with friends and family during the 2012 and 2016 national legislative elections and the 2014 presidential election. Roughly one-third of respondents claimed to have engaged in such discussions during the 2012 elections and more than one-half did so during the 2014 elections, a share that is also relatively stable for the 2016 legislative elections. Meanwhile, in the 2012 elections, slightly more than 10 percent of respondents claimed that they had sought to influence their friends and relatives, a number that rose to one-fourth in the 2014 and 2016 elections. This indicates that the percentage of citizens living abroad who proactively seek to make an impact on the voting behavior of friends and family is increasing. Such influence is not unidirectional as there are also instances in which friends and families of Romanians abroad seek to influence the latter’s voting behavior. The data show that roughly 8 percent in 2012 and slightly more than 13 percent in 2014 and 2016 acknowledged that they received specific suggestions from individuals in their home country about how they should vote. These findings point to a complex interaction between the Romanians in the diaspora and those at home (see Figure 13.2).

In the 2014 presidential election, Romanians voted and protested together, irrespective of their location in the country or abroad. This is reflected in slogans such as “solidarity with those in the diaspora.” Through continuous communication of Romanians with relatives and friends in the diaspora, certain cultural models of voting are formed.54 In the 2014 presidential election, a poll indicated that 42 percent of respondents had a family member abroad and 12 percent were advised by members of the diaspora to vote for a particular candidate. Moreover, 20 percent were decisively influenced in their choice of candidate.55 An interview with a Romanian migrant in the United States conducted by a journalist from an independent news agency reveals how migrants mobilize and convince those at home:

Interactions Between the Romanian Diaspora and Communities at Home


[image: Figure 2 shows that over the course of the 2012, 2014, and 2016 elections, half of the Romanian migrants discuss elections with people at home, one in six migrants suggests others how to vote, and one in seven receives suggestion from home how to vote.]

Figure 13.2. Interactions between the Romanian Diaspora and Communities at Home.



A phone call, an email, or a Skype chat is more convincing than any fake news on Romanian television. When it became clear to Romanians in the diaspora that the government was trying to restrict their right to vote, an unprecedented campaign to mobilize those in the country began. In addition to using the internet, relatives, friends, acquaintances, and neighbors were called to persuade them to vote in a certain way. It is believed that millions of phone calls were made to Romania between the two rounds. Everyone was aware that each vote was important and that Romania’s direction and future depended on that vote. To understand the phenomenon on a larger scale, in Los Angeles it was discovered that Ponta admitted his defeat a little after 1 pm (11 pm in Romania), but, nevertheless, Romanians continued to go to the polls and stand in line to vote. They voted until 9 o’clock in the evening, that is, 7 in the morning in Romania!56




Conclusions


This chapter analyzed the impact of Romanian migrants on the political life of their home country with respect to election outcomes, protests, and influence on voting behavior. The findings illustrate that on two occasions the diaspora changed the electoral fate of presidential elections: once directly in 2009 and once indirectly in 2014. Both times they supported candidates opposing the PSD, which enjoys limited popularity among the Romanian diaspora. In spite of increasing voter turnout in the diaspora, their recent voting behavior (in 2020) did not result in a change of electoral results at the national level. Unlike in 2009, the voting preferences of the diaspora are now more in line with those living in Romania. In addition to voting, the diaspora has been actively involved in two major protests, with important consequences for domestic politics. The one in 2014 determined the outcome of the presidential election, while the one in 2018 divided Romanian society between those supportive of the diaspora’s choice to return to Romania to protest the government and those opposed to it. Our analysis also reveals that Romanian migrants increasingly engage in political discussions with their friends and relatives at home. In the 2014 and 2016 elections, more than half of the respondents surveyed indicated they had initiated such discussions. However, it seems that only a minority of migrants actively seek to persuade others to vote in a certain way. At the same time, some members of the diaspora claimed that friends and relatives back home tried to influence their voting behavior.

These findings indicate that Romanian migrants have an impact on the political life of their home country, especially when antidemocratic, populist, and even authoritarian tendencies are exhibited by political elites. Such participation is rooted in a sense of belonging and continued interest in what happens back home. Thus, while their departure from Romania signifies a physical rupture, their commitment to defending democracy (in the form of voting and protesting) illustrates continuity with their previous behaviors, as well as larger political mobilizations since December 1989. The first of such mobilizations was triggered by circumstances in the diaspora itself, specifically the voting “irregularities” (i.e., insufficient polling stations, long queues, and insufficient time for voting) that they experienced throughout Europe. Government efforts to undermine the diaspora’s democratic rights underscored authoritarian tendencies in the country more generally, sparking protests in Romania and abroad. Such transnational mobilization set the stage for subsequent mobilizations in 2017 and 2018, also against the PSD. In addition to popular mobilization, migrants engage in political discussions with friends and family back home in an effort to influence voting behavior—with varied results since 2012. These findings suggest that the Romanian diaspora is reactive to the political developments in their home country and seeks to address the problems it is facing. As one Romanian migrant emphasized, “[I feel] far from the country, but I am always thinking about home.”
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