The End and the Beginning: 

The revolutions of 1989 and the Resurgence of History

(Washington D.C., November 9-10, 2009)

The year 2009 marks the anniversary of twenty years since the world-shattering series of events widely known as the revolutions of 1989. The Center for the Study of Post-Communist Societies (under the directorship of Prof. Vladimir Tismaneanu) at the University of Maryland (College Park) in collaboration with the Romanian Cultural Institute would like to put forward an academic event that will discuss and revisit the complex aspects implied by the shocks and transformations brought about by the 1989 'glorious revolutions'. The conference is part of a multi-year project (started in 2007), envisaged by Prof. Tismaneanu to provide, by means of reflecting on watershed moments of post-1945 history, an overview of the global dynamics characteristic for the 20th century and its lessons and impact upon the 21st. 

The revolutions of 1989 were, no matter how one judges their nature, a true world-historical event, in the Hegelian sense: they established a historical cleavage (only to some extent conventional) between the world before and after 89. During that year, what appeared to be an immutable, ostensibly indestructible system, collapsed with a breath-taking alacrity. And this happened not because of external blows (although external pressure did matter), as in the case of Nazi Germany, but as a consequence of the development of insuperable inner tensions. The Leninist systems were terminally sick, and the disease affected first and foremost their capacity for self-regeneration. However,  explaining this situation is more difficult than stating it. In other words, there is no single factor that explains the collapse: economics as much as politics, and culture as much as insoluble social tensions converged in making these regimes irretrievably obsolete. In a way, the revolutions of 1989 were an ironical vindication of Lenin’s famous definition of a revolutionary situation: those at the top cannot rule in old ways, and those at the bottom do not want to accept these ways any more.

The demise (implosion) of the Soviet Union, consummated before the incredulous eyes of the world in December 1991, was directly and intimately related to the previous dissolution of the East European “outer empire” provoked by the revolutions of 1989. It is now obvious that the historical cycle inaugurated by World War I, the Bolshevik seizure of power in Russia in October 1917 and the long European ideological warfare (or rather a global civil war) that followed had come to an end. The Gorbachev factor, without which the revolutions of 1989 would have been barely thinkable, was itself the consequence of the loss of self-confidence among communist elites. Gorbachev was not the liberator of Eastern Europe and even less was he a conscious, deliberate gravedigger of Sovietism. It was Gorbachev’s denunciation of the ideological perspective on international politics (de-ideologization) and the abandoning of the “class struggle” perspective that changed the rules of Soviet-East European relations.

 The crucial question to be addressed is: Were the events of 1989 genuine revolutions? If the answer is positive, then how do we assess their novelty in contrast to other similar events (the French Revolution of 1789 or the Hungarian one in 1956)? If the answer is negative (as some today like to argue), then it is legitimate to ask ourselves: What were they? Simply mirages, results of some obscure intrigues of the beleaguered bureaucracies that mesmerized the whole mankind but did not fundamentally changed the “rules of the game”? These last words, the rules of the game, are crucial for interpreting what happened in 1989 and, focusing on them, we can reach a positive assessment of those revolutions and their heritage. This fundamental query opens the path for further discussion. Why did the revolutions occur? What new ideas and practices did they propose? Is it true, as some writers argued, that these were nothing but effort to “right” the wrongs of communism’s experiments, or, better said, they were just endeavors to restore the pre-communist situation? Were these revolutions primarily a consequence of the economic failure of Leninism, in other words of the inability of command (centrally planned) economies to catch up with the challenges of the postindustrial age? What was the impact of moral/cultural factors on the emergence of civic society initiatives within late Leninist (post-totalitarian) regimes? What was the importance of the pre-1989 dissident and reform-communist traditions in different East Central European countries? How does one account for the nonviolent, self-limited nature of these revolutions and the absence of mass-scale vindictive attempts to punish the former power holders? What was the real popular attitude toward the dissidents and how can one make sense of the transitions from “velvet revolutions” to “velvet counterrevolutions,” or “restorations”? 

The present conference aims to follow upon some of the many threads described above. The main directions we wish to pursue are: the legitimacy crisis of socialism, ideological routinization and reform in the Soviet bloc; the impact upon the events of what has been called 'the parallel society' (the role of critical intellectuals, the grammar of dissent and the struggle for human rights); the hopes and illusions of 1989 and the road from disenchantment to the restoration; the return of history in the form of a simultaneous dealing with the past and of elite, institution, and norm building. Last but not least, a special section of the conference will deal with the part played by Radio Free Europe in the events of 1989. The conference is envisaged to allow for both investigation of the past and contemplation of the multifaceted meanings and lessons generated in the two postcommunist decades since 1989. Its themes are therefore created in order to achieve a balance between the analysis of complicated legacies (e.g., the 'Leninist extinction') and the insight on the political, cultural, and economic laboratory that Eastern Europe has been in the past twenty years.

The conveners of the event (Vladimir Tismaneanu, Director of the Center for the Study of Post-Communist Societies - University of Maryland, H.-R. Patapievici, President of the Romanian Cultural Institute, and Christian Ostermann, Director of History and Public Policy Program – Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars) aim to create a discussion framework that situates the 1989 phenomena both regionally and globally. Rather than pursuing a case study approach, they wish to achieve an interdisciplinary, multi-angled big-picture of this turning point in contemporary history. The enigma of 1989 does not consist of only the events themselves; their build-up, aftermath, and legacies are equally important. Their scope went far beyond the issues of the day in Eastern Europe. The disappearance of the communist regimes in this region and the political experiments ingrained to those years reopened the conversation on the meaning of democracy, liberalism, civil society, egalitarianism, nationalism, and indeed revolution. In the same vein, one should also keep in mind that even the fundamental symbolic structure of the Euro-Atlantic world has changed since then. Starting with the principle of “the return to Europe”, going through the recent debates on European identity, and arriving at the significance of 1989 for recent events such as “the Orange Revolutions”, 1989 has truly brought about different priorities into our contemporary world. One must also take into account the relevance that many still hold for the ideals of those years into present crises: from issues of politics of memory and transitional justice to those of democratization and regime-change (e.g., Iraq, Latin America, China, etc.)  

“The end and the beginning: the revolutions of 1989 and the resurgence of history” is intended as an event that ends a thematic cycle, but it also sets out to advance new questions, new topics, and a further basis for intellectual and scholarly interaction. The network established through the organization of the three conferences developed by Professor Vladimir Tismaneanu and the Romanian Cultural Institute, relying on the enthusiastic and generous contribution of the University of Maryland, Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, Georgetown University, and the Embassy of Romania, represents an excellent infrastructure for future academic projects and events. 

