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As the 20th anniversary of the events of 1989
approaches, their significance, impact, and
meaning are broadly discussed. To prepare
the ground for academic debates in 2009, the
European University Institute (Florence) and
the Research Network 1989 organised an in-
terdisciplinary conference, focusing on new
research questions about the impact of 1989
on Europe and European integration. The pe-
riod from 1989 to 2004 currently enters the
realm of contemporary history, and there are
first attempts at a historicisation of the trans-
formation processes in the Central European
states. Until now, discourses on the signifi-
cance and the meaning of 1989 have mostly
been led in national contexts. The subject its-
elf, however, has a global significance due to
the breakdown of the Soviet empire, the dis-
solution of the communist parties, the end of
state socialism and the victory of democra-
cy and market economy. The conference was
one of the first attempts to analyse the his-
torical impact, social consequences and cultu-
ral shifts that are rooted in 1989 in transnatio-
nal approaches. Asking for the „impact of the
East on the West“, its topic went beyond the
initial, Central European arenas of the revo-
lutions of 1989. The conference contested the
working hypothesis of structural integration
and ideational divergence of the former East
and West of Europe after 1989. Did the end
of the Cold War and the re-unification of Eu-
rope evoke such a seemingly paradoxical im-
pact on European integration? Historians and
social scientists discussed this in transnatio-

nal and trans-regional perspectives, intercon-
necting East European history with European
history.

PHILIPP THER (European University Insti-
tute (EUI) Florence), who hosted the confe-
rence, stressed that unclear terminology re-
veals desiderata in the examination of 1989
and proposed the notion of „negotiated revo-
lutions“ in his introductory lecture. He critici-
zed the regional limitations of transformation
studies and raised the question what impact
1989 also had on Western Europe. Furthermo-
re, he elaborated upon an East-West gap of
experience. CHRIS ARMBRUSTER (Research
Network 1989 and Max-Planck-Gesellschaft
Berlin) presented six rivalling research pro-
grammes on the causes in consequences of
1989 and introduced the co-organising net-
work of young researchers and its motivation
to foster new research on 1989.[1]

Competing explanations for causes and
consequences of 1989 were the topic of the
first session. BENOÎT CHALLAND (EUI Flo-
rence) analysed how Western agents positio-
ned the East in a different time. With the un-
derlying concept of allochronism, he explai-
ned the emergence of perceived Eastern back-
wardness in the European collective memory.
He argued that there is still a subtle Western
domination in political and academic discour-
ses on Central and Eastern Europe. CHRIS-
TOPH BOYER (University of Salzburg) dis-
cussed the different conceptions of welfare
before and after 1989 according to Western
and Eastern path dependencies. MILLS KEL-
LY (George Mason University, Fairfax) argued
that the demise of the socialist state and the
disintegration of the communist parties in
Central Europe were the result of changes in
their governing strategies concerning global
and local economic problems in the 1970s and
early 1980s. They could be explained only in a
translational framework.

Public discourses about intra-European mi-
gration after 1989 and their impact on the
socio-economic integration in Europe were
debated in the next panel. EWA MORAWSKA
(University of Essex) discussed unintended
consequences of East-West income-seeking
migration on the sender- and receiver-
societies on the example of Polish migrati-
on to the UK. She argued that East Euro-
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pean work-related migrants in the West ma-
ke use of skills and practices known from
the „homo sovieticus“-syndrome. The bewil-
dering omnipresence of the „Polish plum-
ber“ in the public debate between 2005 and
2008 was subject of the presentation by KOR-
NELIA KOŃCZAL (Centre for Historical Re-
search of the Polish Academy of Sciences, Ber-
lin). The career of this iconic figure in France,
Germany and Poland exemplified percepti-
ons and functions of Eastern migrant labou-
rers in the relationship between the EU of 15
and former Eastern Europe. NINA WOLFEIL
(University of Vienna) and RALUCA PRELIP-
CEANU (Pantheon Sorbonne, Paris) presen-
ted a joint project concerning the mobility of
students and graduates in Europe after 1989
and described the emergence of transnational
education biographies and new lifestyles as a
result of „silent“, non-registered migration.

The following panel widened the geogra-
phical scope and discussed Russia and the Far
East as regions that challenge the West econo-
mically. VOLKER SCHMIDT (National Uni-
versity of Singapore) discussed theories that
describe the formation of multipolar centres
of modernity or even a shift of the epicentre
of modernity to East Asia – which could pos-
sibly mark the end of Western supremacy in
the world. LAURE DELCOUR (Institut de Re-
lations Internationales et Stratégiques, Paris)
described the development of Russia as an ex-
ceptional pathway of modernity that challen-
ges the EU model of modernisation and ques-
tions the western meaning of 1989 as the vic-
tory of liberal democracy. It was discussed to
which extent democracy would be a necessa-
ry condition for sustainable modernisation or
whether authoritarian rule could steer socie-
ties into modernity as well, as, for instance,
Soviet modernisation in Stalinism demonstra-
tes.

The impact of East European revolutions
of 1989 on self-understandings and political
objectives of West European left-wing parties
was discussed in a session about democracy
and the European left. MAUD BRACKE (Uni-
versity of Glasgow) revisited the most im-
portant moments in the history of social de-
mocracy during the Cold War and the social
democratic self-presentation as an alternative
to communism. Bracke stressed the importan-

ce of anticommunism as a part of Western Eu-
ropean social democratic identity and analy-
sed the crisis of this political force after 1989
in this context. PETER THOMPSON (Univer-
sity of Sheffield) argued that 1989 marked on-
ly one of several events that shaped the pa-
thway of the West German Left. ALBENA
AZMANOVA (Brussels School of Internatio-
nal Studies) did not interpret 1989 as an east-
ward enlargement of the European economic
and political space but stated that the revolu-
tions of 1989 had changed the nature of polit-
ical competition in the West as well as in the
East. A new configuration of Left and Right
had resulted from a trans-European transfor-
mation over the past 20 years. In opposition to
the working hypothesis of the conference, she
argued that ideational integration had been
taking place in Europe. JULIE RINGELHEIM
(University of Louvain) argued that the re-
emergence of national questions after 1989
fostered new debates about minority protec-
tion in Europe and thus led to a transfor-
mation and Europeanisation of minority law.
PAUL BLOKKER (University of Sussex) sta-
ted, the „culmination and explosion“ of dis-
sent ideas in 1989 constituted a heritage that
can be applied in an innovative further deve-
lopment of democracy theory. He referred to
rich political practices of the dissident’s civil
democracy and argued that the regional „re-
invention of democracy from the margin“ in
1989 rather brought innovative elements than
only reminding of older approaches in demo-
cracy theory.

The following session assembled four pre-
sentations concerning different narrations
and readings of Europe. DRAGOŞ PETRES-
CU (University of Bucharest) examined the
regime change of 1989 in Poland, Hunga-
ry, the former GDR, Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria
and Romania by focusing on such key con-
cepts as revolution, reform and reconciliati-
on with a traumatic past. CHRISTIAN DOM-
NITZ (Free University of Berlin) discussed
how Central European debates about the na-
tion’s places in Europe brought up essential
meanings of culture in European debates from
1989 on. Cultural self-understandings beca-
me more popular in Western Europe as well,
as, for instance, in Belgium or Spain. CRIS-
TINA BLANCO SÍO LÓPEZ (EUI Florence)
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analysed three subsequent narratives in the
internal and external communication of the
European Commission concerning the East-
ward enlargement of the EU: enthusiasm (un-
til 1993), impatience (1993-2000) and pragma-
tism (2000-2004). ZDENĚK KÜHN (Charles
University, Prague) provided a paper about
the influence of state socialist legal structures
and understandings of law on legal thought
in East and West after 1989 (in absence, paper
presented by Marise Cremona).

In the last panel on the consequences of
1989, Armbruster stated that the global di-
mension of 1989 was underestimated. He
pledged for comparative evaluation of diver-
ging interpretations of 1989. JÜRGEN KO-
CKA (Social Science Research Centre, Berlin)
summarised the consequences of 1989 for Eu-
ropean history writing as „no revolution, but
change“. Europe as a historical space became
more important since 1989, and the descripti-
on of relations between the societies of East
and West changed from „non-relations“ to
asymmetric relations. On the methodological
level, he underlined a decline of Marxist and
New Left historiography and the emergence
of the history of remembrance. Since 1989,
there would be increasing distrust in histori-
cal master narratives, and a stronger politici-
sation of history writing. MAREK SKOVAJ-
SA (Charles University, Prague) discussed the
question how Western „transitology“ relates
to the Eastern research on transformations.
He explained the lack of unique Central Eu-
ropean theoretical work on transformation by
critically analysing the situation of social sci-
ences in East Central Europe. He stressed that
1989 had not fostered any paradigmatic in-
novation both in Western and Eastern social
science. JÁNOS MÁTYAS KOVÁCS (Institu-
te for Human Sciences, Vienna) argued that
the revolutions of 1989 have deeply changed
the economies of the West, but had no intel-
lectual impact on economic thought here. He
presented four reasons to explain why econ-
omic theory today is actually the same as it
was twenty years ago: the economic deficien-
cy of communism, a weak interest of West-
ern theorists, and intellectual and institutio-
nal problems in the communication between
Western and East European economists.

The final discussion referred to crucial

questions of consequences and explanations
of 1989. Ther stated that the negotiated re-
volutions had well-researched consequences
on memories and politics of the past inside
nation-states; for the impact of 1989 across na-
tions; however, new research questions about
the tremendous change in East and West are
to be further elaborated. They should reach
beyond representations of the East in the
West; because no direct East-West impact of
1989 was observable in the most subject are-
as, and because Eastern Europe had remained
the West’s negative other after 1989. The con-
ference’s working hypothesis, to which extent
1989 encouraged convergence or divergence
in Europe, has to be further qualified, pro-
posed Patel, for instance, in the examinati-
on of heterogeneity across the former East
and West. THOMAS LINDENBERGER (Lud-
wig Boltzmann Institute for European History
and Public Spheres, Vienna) encouraged more
research upon grassroots movements – and
thus pledged for an interpretation of 1989 as
a revolution. THOMAS MERGEL (Humboldt
University of Berlin) stated that more atten-
tion should be focused on negative effects –
Europe- and world-wide problems and chal-
lenges caused by 1989.

The workshop fruitfully reversed West-
centred perspectives against the background
of well-researched transfers from West to East
that cannot fully explain ruptures and chan-
ges in Central European and European his-
tory in and after 1989. Pathways for fur-
ther research had been sketched, but not
elaborated on yet. Promising interdisciplina-
ry work could strengthen perspectives on
Europe from its peripheries and from non-
Western viewpoints, interconnecting macro-
and microhistory. In doing so, further research
has to operationalise the mechanisms that
made the events of 1989 a turning point not
only for Eastern Europe, but for the whole
continent and the world.

Conference Overview:

Introduction
Philipp Ther: „Beyond the transformation.
Reflections on the impact of 1989 on European
history“
Chris Armbruster: „Presentation of the nas-
cent interdisciplinary research programme on
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the impact of 1989 on Europe, East and West“

Panel „Explaining the causes and consequen-
ces of 1989: competing explanations“, Chair:
Philipp Ther
Benoît Challand: „From external other into
the forgotten insider of Europe: Eastern Eu-
ropean communism and European identity
before and after 1989“
Christoph Boyer: „Old problems in a new
context: welfare before and after 1989“
Mills Kelly: „The demise of the socialist state
and the disintegration of the communist
parties in Central Europe“
Martin Sabrow: „Remembering 1989 in
United Germany“

Panel „Integrated flows but divisive percep-
tions? Intra-European migration since 1989“,
Chair: Ettore Recchi
Ewa Morawska „East European Westbound
Income-seeking Migrants: Some Unwelcome
Effects on the Sender- and Receiver-Societies
(A report on a Study in Progress)“
Kornelia Kończal „The imagined European:
The Polish plumber (le plombier polonais –
der Polnische Klempner) and the Bolkestein
directive“
Nina Wolfeil, Raluca Prelipceanu: „Gradua-
ting as a Migrant? Professional mobility since
1989“

Panel „How the transformation of the East
changes Europe: China (Eastern Asia) and
Russia (CIS)“, Chair: Chris Armbruster
Volker H. Schmidt: „Is the Centre of Moderni-
ty Shifting Eastwards? The Rise of (East) Asia
and What it Means for Europe“
Laure Delcour: „1989 – Bringing in a Global
Europe?“

Panel „Democracy and the European Left
after 1989“, Chair: Thomas Mergel
Maud Bracke: „1989 in the history of the
Left in Western Europe: social democracy,
communism, utopia“
Peter Thompson: „The German Left since
1989“
Albena Azmanova: „Transition without
Emancipation? 1989 and the Fate of the
European Social Model“
Julie Ringelheim: „From Minority Rights to
Multiculturalism? The legal understanding of
diversity in post-1989 Europe“

Paul Blokker: „The impact of 1989 on percep-
tions of democracy“

Panel „Ideas and institutions of Europe after
1989“, Chair: Marise Cremona
Dragoş Petrescu: „1989 as a Return to Europe:
on revolution, reform and reconciliation with
a traumatic past“
Christian Domnitz: „Return to Europe? How
Central European debates on Europe have im-
pacted European Union norms“
Cristina Blanco Sío López: „Justifying and
Communicating Eastward Enlargement: En-
thusiasm, impatience and pragmatism from
the perspective of the European Commission“
Zdeněk Kühn: „Making a New Constitutiona-
lism: legal discourses from East to West after
1989“; in absence, paper presented by Marise
Cremona

Panel „Re-assessing the consequences of 1989:
institutional integration but ideational diver-
gence?“, Chair: Kiran Klaus Patel
Chris Armbruster: „Discerning the Global in
the European Revolutions of 1989“
Jürgen Kocka: „1989 and the consequences for
writing European history“
Marek Skovajsa: „Western transitology and
Eastern social science: parallel universes?”
János Mátyás Kovács: „Traces in the Sand: On
the Impact of the 1989 Revolutions on Econ-
omic Thought in the West“

Tagungsbericht The impact of 1989 on Eu-
rope: structural integration but ideational di-
vergence? Interdisciplinary conference on the
occasion of the 20th anniversary of 1989.
06.11.2008–08.11.2008, Florenz, in: H-Soz-Kult
12.02.2009.

© H-Net, Clio-online, and the author, all rights reserved.


