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Actors, opportunities and obstacles in   
civic education and democratisation in  
the  Eastern Partnership countries

Democracy and civic education belong together. Democracy requires polit-
ically mature citizens. It requires their activity and the defence of its prin-
ciples. The aims of civic education are to spread and increase knowledge 
in civil society about how politics work and to support citizens’ resolve to 
take matters of common concern into their own hands.1 In post-social-
ist Eastern Europe, there are two additional factors that contribute to the 
urgency of civic education: 
1. Only democratic states are willing to support non-partisan civic edu-

cation rather than propaganda and “PR” designed to further the inte-
rests of the ruling elite. 

2. Civil societies, still inexperienced and ill informed after the demise of 
authoritarian regimes, have a particular need to improve their capacity 
for political action. 

The first section below analyses the development of democracy since 
1989/1991 in Eastern Europe, which gives rise to the conditions in which 
civil society development and civic education take place. The paths of 
development taken by countries in the various regions of post-socialist East-
ern Europe are quite diverse;2 in the sub-region under special consider-
ation here, made up of the six countries of the Eastern Partnership (Arme-
nia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Moldova and Ukraine),3 democracy started from a 
weak position. The second section of this introduction addresses the specific 
challenges involved in civic education in the countries of the Eastern Part-
nership: the intensive politics of history (Geschichtspolitik), the new authori-
tarianisms that have emerged, and the “managed civil societies” associated 
with them; it then turns to the opportunities and limitations associated with 
external funding of civil society activities. I discuss brief ly the relationship 
between civic education and sustainable democratisation in my conclusion. 

Civic education and democratisation in the 
 Eastern Partnership countries
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My preface introduces a collection of papers evaluating different aspects 
of this relationship. The first section considers specific examples that shed 
light on experiences with civic education in the countries of Central East-
ern Europe after the start of democratisation. The experiences of those 
countries should allow conclusions to be drawn about the links between 
civic education and democratisation that apply to the entire post-social-
ist space. The focus in the second section then shifts to civil society and 
new media in the South Caucasus, i.e. in Armenia, Azerbaijan and Geor-
gia. The texts collected in the third section analyse certain aspects of 
Ukrainian civil society of current relevance. Then the focus shifts again to 
texts depicting the complex relationship between state and non-state actors 
in the field of civic education in Russia and the three westernmost coun-
tries of the Eastern Partnership (Moldova, Ukraine and Belarus). The fifth 
and final section of the publication examines certain of the external inf lu-
ences and aspects of transnational exchange in the context of civic educa-
tion in the countries of the Eastern Partnership. 

The winding paths of democracy and de-democratisation in 
post-socialist Eastern Europe 

In 1989 it all seemed simple: freedom, prosperity and democracy were the 
order of the day. The state-socialist dictatorships had lost the support of 
their populations. Europe, it seemed, was en route to becoming something 
beyond merely a synonym for Western Europe: the European Communi-
ties, later the European Union, wanted to overcome Europe’s East-West 
divide by admitting new members. A total of 11 countries in Eastern and 
Southeast Europe were admitted as new members in 2004, 2007 and 2013. 

The enthusiasm of the “annus mirabilis” has since given way to a cer-
tain disillusionment. This has become evident in the various regions of 
what was formerly homogenous Eastern Europe: one hears talk of “dem-
ocratic fatigue” 4, and of “four worlds of post-socialism”. The countries of 
East Central Europe have been part of the EU since 2004 and have – indi-
vidual deficits notwithstanding – established democratic orders; the coun-
tries of South Eastern Europe (the EU members Bulgaria, Croatia and 
Romania above all) are, somewhat belatedly, following the same path; cer-
tain chances for democratisation still remain in four of the countries in the 
post-Soviet space (including Moldova, Georgia and Ukraine; the fourth is 
Kyrgyzstan); in the other post-Soviet countries authoritarian regimes of 
various types of have developed (Stykow, nd.). 
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Below I will concentrate on outlining the structural conditions of polit-
ical development impeding democratic development in the post-Soviet 
countries of the two groups mentioned last above. These conditions should 
be taken into account in civic education activities there. Only then can 
civic education live up to its own potential for supporting the capacity of 
civil society to act. 

Democracy means more than holding free elections 

By the late 1990s, it was already evident to political scientists that the de -
mocracy promotion policy of the West had not achieved all of its  objectives. 
This failure was due, in part, to ill-chosen priorities. This was a global 
problem, not one limited to Eastern Europe. Certain powerful players 
had chosen to concentrate on supporting and ensuring free and fair elec-
tions (Carothers, 2002). Democracy requires more than just free elections, 
however. It cannot exist in the absence of functioning states that perform 
their tasks in the area of supporting the social and economic development 
of their societies. States must also be capable of fulfilling the expectations 
of their citizens. Moreover, democracy requires the sustained support of a 
politically minded and politically competent citizenry. 

Those are complex conditions that have not been met in many Eastern 
European societies. The result is a profound dissatisfaction and political apa-
thy in the population that authoritarian political elites have taken advantage 
of. This has led Carothers, and other political scientists, to the following 
conclusions: democracies require specific social and cultural preconditions 
and a functioning state; where these necessary conditions are not met, elec-
tion observation and other forms of support for free elections will be of lit-
tle benefit. The latter is also related to some extent to the fact that modern 
autocracies are capable of making use of elections, political competition and 
civil society activities as tools to further the interests of the ruling strata. 

Unfavourable economic and social conditions of political 
 development in the post-Soviet space 

After the collapse of the Soviet bloc, a manifold transformation had to be 
accomplished: political transformation to democracy and economic trans-
formation to a functional national economy that was integrated in the 
global economy. Moreover, new nation states developed out of multi-eth-
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nic polities. Economic restructuring was associated with a considerable 
decline in living standards for most people – and these were people who 
were already unhappy with their standard of life in the late Soviet period. 
The privatisation of state enterprises gave rise to a thin stratum of the 
super-rich. The growing gap between the living standards of the majority 
and those of these super-rich further aggravated public discontent. There 
emerged a sense that the development process was unfair; moreover, it was 
a process that was being carried out under the banner of “democracy” and 
rapprochement with the West.

The establishment of new nation states was advantageous for  politicians 
and those at the highest level of the state administration. A diffuse notion of 
excessive corruption among these leading strata, the “elite”, spread within 
the societies of these states. 

The formation of nation states was also associated with an intensive 
search for a new identity for the community of the state. This was the 
sphere in which a vigorous discourse on the interpretation of history 
unfolded. The social strata sustaining the nation states engaged in an inten-
sive discourse on history: an arena for disputes about the mythical roots of 
the particular state’s titular nation, about the appraisal of the defunct Soviet 
state and the values that underpinned it, and about relations with neigh-
bouring states and their populations. 

Cultural legacies of state socialism 

Finally, there was a cultural heritage left by the previous order that had to 
be dealt with. State socialism had based its legitimacy in part on the pledge 
to ensure social security in daily life to all citizens equally. A great deal 
was expected of the state.5 State authorities looked askance at initiatives 
on the part of their citizens and kept a close watch on any such activity. 
These behavioural patterns continued to have an inf luence after the sys-
tem’s demise, rendered the development of an active civil society and dem-
ocratic institutions more difficult. 

There is one other cultural legacy of state socialism that is relevant to 
civic education and civil society: the support of Communist Party rule was 
consolidated by means of an extensive system of propaganda promoting the 
values of “communism” and by the prohibition and persecution of other 
beliefs. The legacy of this was a widespread aversion to any form of party 
politics and a rejection of any deliberate attempt to spread political views, 
which could be misunderstood as propaganda. 
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Two fundamental obstacles for civic education in the region 

These conditions have been the subject of extensive analyses, which can 
only be touched on and not presented in detail, here.6 Looking at the soci-
eties of the post-Soviet space and thus the conditions confronting civic edu-
cation there, two phenomena emerge: a weak civil society and a low-level of 
political participation. Table 1 sets out some of the recent data in this area.

Table 1:  Development of election turnouts in the region  
(in percentage of  eligible voters)7 

Election date Belarus Moldova Ukraine Armenia Azerbaijan Georgia

1994/1995 56 79 76 54 86 68

2006-2009 77 59 62 60 40 53

2010-2014 74 56 52 63 50 60

Trend Increas-
ing

Falling, 
 remaining 
low

Falling 
sharply 

Increas-
ing mod-
erately

Falling, 
low

Low, f luc-
tuating

Surveys indicate that stated beliefs and political realities do not always 
coincide. When asked in the Caucasus Barometer 20138 survey whether 
they had participated in the most recent elections (held in 2012 in Arme-
nia and Georgia, i.e. one year before the survey, and in Azerbaijan’s case 
even earlier, in 2010), 87 % of respondents in Armenia responded affirma-
tively, 73 % in Azerbaijan and 86 % in Georgia. A comparison of those fig-
ures with the actual turnout levels in the table above clearly demonstrates 
the advisability of taking self-assessments in surveys with a grain of salt. 

Still more problematic though is the difference between respondents’ 
assessments of their country’s political system and the evaluations com-
piled by experts in the Nations in Transit study. I present the professionals’ 
assessment first, then the results of the Caucasus Barometer survey.

In 2014, Nations in Transit (Freedom House, 2014) assessed the states 
in the region as follows: 

Armenia, with a democracy score of 5.36 (on a scale of 1-7, where 1 is 
the best), was classed as a semi-consolidated authoritarian regime; Azer-
baijan, scoring 6.68, as a consolidated authoritarian regime; and Georgia, 
with a score of 4.68, as a transitional government or hybrid regime.9 

How do the surveyed populations see the political regimes of their 
South Caucasian states? The difference between the opinions in Azerbaijan 
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and the assessment of the Nations in Transit experts is particularly great:10 
only 18% of respondents there think that their country is not a democracy, 
almost an equivalent number (17%) say that it is a full democracy, another 
32% see it as a democracy with “minor problems” and the remaining 22% 
classify it as a democracy with major problems (but still a democracy).11 
Armenians take a more critical view of their country: only 3% see it as a 
full democracy, 14% as one “with minor problems”, 36% see Armenia as 
a democracy “with major problems” and 34% do not consider it a democ-
racy (the rest were uncertain or gave no opinion).

The following data sheds light on how respondents perceive the social 
situation in the countries surveyed. The survey asked respondents how 
often they had to borrow money to buy food. Judging on that basis, Arme-
nia’s situation is the worst: 30% of those surveyed reported having to bor-
row money every month. The same response was given by 18% of respon-
dents in Georgia and 17% in Azerbaijan. The same survey results show that 
30% of Armenians, 14% of Georgians and 8% of the respondents in Azer-
baijan have received money from relatives living abroad. Statistical data 
sets allowing an assessment of the economic situation are also available 
of course, for instance, the World Bank’s figures for the unemployment 
rate in each country in 2013 (Armenia: 16.2%; Georgia: 14.3%; Azerbai-
jan: 5.5%; Belarus: 5.2%; Moldova: 5.1%; Ukraine: 7.9%; in Russia, unem-
ployment was at 5.6% in 2013) (Factfish, 2015c). These numbers ref lect a 
relatively high degree of differentiation. When looking at this data, one 
has to bear in mind that high rates of emigration affect unemployment 
rates (because those seeking employment abroad do not count towards 
the domestic unemployment rate; this is particularly relevant for Moldova 
and Armenia). Naturally, it is also important to consider what the unem-
ployment means to the people concerned, i.e. the level of unemployment 
benefits paid and the length of time people have been unemployed. There 
are other (slightly older) data sets available for some of the countries with 
respect to the latter point: in Armenia over half of those currently unem-
ployed have not had a job for over a year; in Ukraine, Russia and Mol-
dova this is true in approximately one third of the cases (Factfish, 2015b). 

Per-capita GDP based on purchasing power parity also varies greatly 
from country to country (Factfish, 2015a). In Armenia, GDP in 2014 was 
over USD 8,000, and just somewhat lower in Georgia at almost 8,000. 
That same year, GDP in Azerbaijan, at approx. USD 17,500, was almost 
twice the figure for the other two South Caucasian countries; while it 
reached just over USD 8,000 in the Ukraine, and just over USD 18,000 
per capita in Belarus. Moldova came in far behind, with a GDP of less than 
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USD 5,000. Russia, incidentally, reported GDP of over USD 25,500 per 
capita in 2014. There is little to say about these data, other than that in the 
sub-region of Eastern Europe the economic situation is at its worst in the 
countries with what most closely approach democratic societies, far worse 
than those of stable authoritarian regimes. 

To sum up this section: political developments in Eastern Europe pro-
ceeded very unevenly across the different sub-regions. In the region of 
post-Soviet Eastern Europe (and specifically the six countries of the EU’s 
Eastern Neighbourhood Policy), some countries have developed precar-
ious, weak democracies (those designated as transitional governments/
hybrid regimes in the Nations in Transit report) while stable authoritarian 
regimes have developed in others. Civic education work thus faces a situ-
ation characterised by weak civil societies and low levels of participation. 
One of the contributors to this book (Paturyan) discusses the post-Com-
munist phenomenon of ‘disengagement’. Public dissatisfaction with polit-
ical developments arose to no small extent as a result of the fact that the 
process of economic transformation that began in 1989/91 has produced a 
great deal of social hardship and a great many “social losers”; the two East-
ern Partnership societies that have stable authoritarian regimes – Azerbai-
jan and Belarus – (along with Russia) also have the most powerful econo-
mies in this space. 

Specific challenges for civic education in the Eastern 
 Neighbourhood countries 

In the following, I outline some of the serious problems associated with 
civic education in the region in question. Compared to those states admit-
ted to the EU since 2004, the states with which the EU maintains rela-
tions under the Eastern Neighbourhood Policy are beset with particularly 
difficult problems. This is due in part to the yet further exacerbated eco-
nomic and social problems, which can often cause populations to attach 
greater urgency to issues other than democracy. In part, too, it has to do 
with the fact that in many of the region’s countries the authoritarian rul-
ers have developed an extensive set of instruments to use to weaken resis-
tance to their power and strengthen societies’ support of that power, or at 
any rate willingness to tolerate it. New forms of authoritarian rule have 
developed here, electoral autocracies that use elections themselves as well 
as opinion surveys and modern public relations techniques to mobilise the 
population in the interests of those in power. 
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Politics of history as a central field of the post-socialist 
 democracy debate – an attempt at explanation

Throughout Eastern Europe, the role played by debates over the interpreta-
tion of history has indeed been central in the transformation process. A lively 
argument over the politics of history was a characteristic element of post-so-
cialist development nearly everywhere. It is a debate in which the evalua-
tion of the period of state socialism always plays a key role. In many cases, 
that of Bulgaria for one, the line between the two sides of this debate cor-
responded almost precisely to that dividing the two main political camps of 
the time, with the political successors of the ruling Communist Party on the 
one side and the “anti-communist opposition” on the other. (Meznik 2007) 
The politics of history were particularly pronounced in the successor states 
of the dissolved multi-ethnic federations, the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia. 

There are two precedents in the region for today’s intense engagement 
with the politics of history. One was in state socialism, an order that based its 
legitimacy on ideological interpretations of history. In state socialism, com-
munist rule was legitimated ideologically, both through the interpretation of 
a country’s own history, as part of a world-changing movement of the work-
ing class, and through the aims it was destined to achieve (communism). The 
state mounted an official, elaborate defence of this interpretation of the past 
and the future. The official interpretation was understood as being the truth, 
inviolate and unassailable. In this light, the post-socialist debates over history 
can be viewed as the process of overthrowing this one single truth. How-
ever, some of the protagonists of anti-communist struggles of this kind bent 
to their work with an ideological rage that was itself reminiscent of the com-
munist propaganda of an earlier day. One is led to suspect that more was at 
stake than merely the justified criticism of a former one-sidedness.

The second, much earlier, precedent lies in the nationalist movements 
in Eastern Europe that started in the 19th century, in which the politics 
of history also figured prominently. Every form of nationalism is charac-
terised by an enthusiastic inf lation of the virtues of one’s own nation, the 
celebration of its uniqueness and superiority over other nations. The high 
emotionality of the discourse is evident in the fact that adherents of nation-
alist movements typically view criticism of one’s own nation as “betrayal 
of the fatherland”. This exaggerated faith in the merits and superiority of 
one’s own people, one’s own nation, finds particularly good fodder in sit-
uations of military conf lict. The collapse of multi-ethnic federations or 
empires is accompanied by a blurring of the lines between internal and 
external enemies, between war and civil war. Croatia between 1991 and 
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1995 or Bosnia Herzegovina between 1992 and 1995 offer striking exam-
ples of this. The effects of such clashes of faith, fuelled by militant passions, 
continue to be felt in post-war societies for a long time. 

What functions do these ideologically charged attempts at historical 
interpretation serve? Their purpose is, first, to provide or reinforce legit-
imisation for rule (in various types of regimes); they justify and solidify. 
They can also serve to mobilise electorates in democracies. Political com-
petition is an ideal battleground for the exchange of arguments relating 
to the politics of history. Portrayals of history are particularly effective at 
mobilising when they are designed to justify and solidify the identity of a 
specific social community during the course of a nationalist movement. 
This type of debate is therefore especially vehement at the start of a move-
ment of national revival, when the community’s identity is still unsettled 
and controversial. This was the case in the successor states both of Yugo-
slavia and of the Soviet Union (if one excludes the Baltic states, where 
national movements had already been active for some time). 

The close relationship between the politics of history and the struggle 
for political domination makes the debate about the former an important 
field of post-socialist civic education. This is also the reason that three of 
the contributions to this volume are devoted to this topic (Myeshkov, Port-
nov, Zhurzhenko). The paper by S. Musteaţă reports on the developments 
in the teaching of history in schools in Ukraine – which is also an import-
ant component of the politics of history and a potential field for history-re-
lated civic education.

New authoritarianism and managed civil society 

What path must a country follow to create a vibrant democracy? The most 
important answer is this: development of a vibrant civil society. I have 
already stated that civic education requires civil society actors and has the 
aim of generating a civil society that is politically active in the promotion of 
democracy. I have no intention to qualify that here. However, this section is 
intended to remind the readers that the development of a loyal civil society 
has also become part of the power strategy of today’s autocrats (cf.  Shirinov 
and others). Modern authoritarian regimes, also called “new  authoritarian 
regimes”, include in their repertoire not only the exertion of ideological 
inf luence, force and co-opting, but also the cultivation of a tamed civil 
society, one that helps sustain the rule of the regime by creating and repro-
ducing a closer connection between the ruling clique and the population. 
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Unlike a civil society that underpins a sustainable democracy, this type of 
civil society is appropriately referred to as a “managed civil society”. 

In Russia, the development of a civil society of this kind was already 
underway during President Putin’s first term in office. It has been an 
inherent component of “managed democracy” since 2004, in part due to 
the experience of the Orange Revolution and the events in Beslan. As the 
contributions published here (Lassila) demonstrate, financing and foster-
ing of civil society initiatives that are loyal to the regime are routinely cou-
pled with prohibitions and restrictions placed on independent NGOs with 
western partners. 

Thus it is essential to determine precisely the quality of the civil soci-
ety and identify its position within the framework of the political system 
when investigating civic education and civil society as part of a process of 
democratisation. 

What can external support of civil society accomplish,  
and what are its limitations? 

The short answer is that the provision of external support is ambivalent. 
Inherent in external funding is the danger that the western donors are pri-
marily interested in using the initiatives they support to implement their 
own views of what is right and see in other societies only an opportunity 
to affirm their own values. Nonetheless, a transitional phase of external 
support is indispensible for the development of civil society in the trans-
formation states. Continued external support remains necessary as long as 
the resources available within the country for the support of civil society 
initiatives are inadequate. In the middle term, though, there is no getting 
away from the necessity for civil society to be largely self-financing. Freise 
touches on this point in another article. In 2005, he wrote a statement that 
is still valid today: “In the face of dwindling resources, future funding 
activities should focus on an increase of philanthropy and volunteer work.” 

The necessity of equipping civil society initiatives to make it on their own 
is rooted first in the fact that democracy (as well as civic education support-
ing democratisation) must always grow out of the society in question itself. 
In addition, it has become evident, particularly in the Eastern Neighbour-
hood countries, that autocrats in political communities founded on national-
ism will attempt to denounce internationally financed civic education as an 
attempt at interference by external powers, and that parts of the population 
will find such arguments credible (see for example Paturyan in this volume). 
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It is important, of course, to evaluate more precisely what effects the EU’s 
external funding has had and what improvements need to be made. Many 
of the contributions in this volume, particularly those in the last section, by 
Vasilevich, Zichner and Yeritsyan, include thoughts and suggestions on this 
topic which are based on the experience of the relevant society and processes. 

Tasks of civic education in the democratisation process

In conclusion, I turn once more to an overview of the opportunities for civic 
education to enhance democratic development. In democracies, civic educa-
tion has the task of strengthening civil society’s skills and capacity for action. 
A competent and functioning civil society is an essential condition for sus-
tainable democracy. This task takes on even greater importance in socie-
ties in which democracy has not yet taken root as a political system and way 
of life because the culture of active participation is weaker in such societies 
and the manipulation of those who do participate by rulers is commonplace. 

Yet civic education is still only one of the several preconditions for dem-
ocratic development. It cannot replace the other necessary conditions: that 
of a functioning state governed by the rule of law, an administration not 
infected by systemic corruption, a judiciary independent of the people in 
power, independent broadcasting and a free press, or the exercise of con-
trol over those in power through elections and a functioning legislature, 
for instance. without civic education too, though, a democracy will not 
function stably or sustainably. 

Civic education is directed particularly towards active members of 
the population (Paturyan speaks of ‘civic activists’), and it is a means of 
checking the arbitrary rule of those in power. It can counter manipulation 
through state-controlled media. It can help dismantle prejudices by deep-
ening understanding and improving the capacity for judgement in society. 
It can increase interest in politics by helping to reduce the feeling of help-
lessness that spreads through civil societies under authoritarian regimes. It 
can reinvest history with its role as a realm of learning for everyone and 
as a subject teaching that all authoritarian power is ephemeral, so that it is 
no longer reduced to a quarry from which rulers can mine rationales for 
their own domination. Through civic education and the efforts of com-
mitted teachers, schools can be transformed from places of indoctrination 
intended to further state power into places where students acquire the skills 
and abilities that underpin democracy. In this way, schools can also become 
places to learn democratic participation. 
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Where civic education is not supported by the state, civil society, NGOs 
and ‘civic activists’ have a special responsibility. In recent years, the Euro-
pean institutions have taken many initiatives to encourage networking in 
the field of civic education. One such initiative is the NECE (Networking 
European Citizenship Education), which the German Federal Agency for 
Civic Education helps to support. 

However, there is more than one significant external source of sub-
stantive inf luence in the region under consideration. Russia has its own 
interests in these countries and sees the region as its “near abroad”. Russia 
starts with a considerable advantage because of the shared Soviet past and 
the shared Russian language – at least in the case of the older generation 
by which it is still actively used. Institutions and actors in EU states that 
are involved in civic education should be aware of this competition over 
the content of education. The central point here is not so much the size of 
financial investment but rather credibility. Then, too, civic education must 
not be aimed at promulgating some kind of counter-propaganda, i.e. delib-
erately accentuating one’s arguments to render them more easily digestible 
while also replacing the artificial one-sidedness of the rival viewpoint with 
overstatements of one’s own. Civic education can only achieve democra-
cy-fostering effects if it works with verifiable arguments and addresses the 
beliefs and prejudices relevant to everyday communication. 

Translated from the German by Alison Borrowman.

Dieter Segert is Professor of Political Science at the University of Vienna.
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Notes

 1 On its website, under the heading “Strengthening Democracy  – Fostering a Civil 
Society”, Germany’s Federal Agency for Civic Education (the bpb) phrases it like this: 
“bpb’s work focuses on fostering an awareness of what democracy is and on furthering 
participation in politics and social life.” (Bundeszentrale für politische Bildung, 2012).
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 2 The author uses the term post-socialist Eastern Europe to refer to the countries 
which, in one manner or another, were following a socialist development path up 
until 1989/1991. A distinction is generally drawn between East-Central Europe – 
the eight countries which joined the EU in 2004, South-Eastern Europe  – with 
three EU members (acceding to the EU in 2007 and 2013) and the countries of what 
is called the “Western Balkans” – and the rest of Eastern Europe (the successor states 
of the Soviet Union, excluding the three Baltic states).

 3 The EU’s Eastern Partnership is an initiative connected with the EU Neighbour-
hood Policy proposed by Poland and Sweden in 2008 and officially launched in 
2009. The aims of the initiative include expanding and intensifying both economic 
and political cooperation between the six post-Soviet countries and the European 
Union. The association agreements, signed in July 2014 between the EU and Geor-
gia, Moldova and Ukraine, are supposed to help accomplish this

 4 See Rupnik & Zielonka (2013, p. 3): “Today most of the new democracies are expe-
riencing ‘democratic fatigue’ and some seem vulnerable to an authoritarian turn”. 

 5 The “Caucasus Barometer 2013” survey determined that the people who took part 
in the survey tended to see the role of the state as that of a caring parent and less as 
an employee whom the people had hired (and thus can presumably also be sacked). 
Georgia was the only country in which the majority (53%) of those surveyed did not 
believe the state’s role was that of the caring parent, though even there, 47% did 
think so. In Azerbaijan, as in Armenia, more than three quarters of respondents saw 
the state as a caring parent. All opinion survey data for the South Caucasus are from 
“Caucasus Barometer 2013” (CRRC, 2015). 

 6 See Holmes (1997); Howard (2003); Segert (2013); i.a.
 7 The source of the data in the table is ‘Parties and elections in Europe’, a widely used 

data pool compiled by the political scientist Wolfram Nordsieck. The data in the 
pool are drawn from the official reports of the relevant election commissions 
(Nordsieck, 2015). 

 8 Caucasus Barometer is a survey on democracy in the countries of the South Cauca-
sus regularly coordinated by the Caucasus Research Resource Center (CRRC) of 
the Carnegie Foundation, New York, since 2003 (CRRC, 2013). 

 9 Ukraine and Moldova, with respective scores of 4.93 and 4.86, were assessed as tran-
sitional/hybrid regimes, Belarus, with 6.71, as a consolidated authoritarian regime 
like Azerbaijan. 

10 Nations in Transit is an instrument for measuring democracy developed by the NGO 
Freedom House and widely used in political science. See the outline of the history 
of this instrument in the 2015 survey (Freedom House, 2015). 

11  Only 11 percent checked the box indicating that they were not sure or had no opin-
ion to give. 
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Civic education in an era of social 
 transformation
Experiences with civic education in a Land  
in Eastern  Germany 

In the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG), the public mandate for educa-
tion com prises “civic education” along with general, cultural and vocational 
education. Given the GDR experiences with an education system used by 
the ruling State party as a tool for wielding political power and ideological 
inf luence, not only the content of civic education in East Germany needed 
to be changed after 1990, but the practices as well. How, though, could civic 
education be taught or promoted at public institutions without becoming 
an instrument of political indoctrination on the part of the state or partisan 
propaganda? This was a question on the minds of many back then. 

Civic education and a liberal order 

In a pluralist society and a democratic state, freedom from political indoc-
trination can only be ensured when the state’s civic education programmes 
ref lect the political plurality in the society and do not result in a restriction 
the personal rights of individuals or fundamental political rights (pursuant 
to article 7 of the German constitution). This imperative places constraints 
on state civic education programmes, both in terms of content and in terms 
of the world view associated with their educational goals. The fundamental 
prohibition against “overwhelming” students that is set out in what is known 
as the Beutelsbach Consensus of 1976 applies to civic education instruction 
in schools and civic education measures aimed at adults. The principles of 
the Beutelsbach Consensus prevent the state from promoting a predefined 
political opinion and thereby indoctrinating students by requiring that civic 
education always present inherently controversial aspects of a matter, point 
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out the various perspectives and allow students to form independent judge-
ments. This approach is intended to acknowledge the fact that the binding 
nature of political content or assessments and even the acceptance thereof 
must remain the subject of debate in a democratic society. 

In addition to freedom in the sense of “freedom from”, expressed in the 
above, freedom can be understood in the sense of “freedom to”: in this 
case, the freedom of the individual to actively participate in the democratic 
life of the polity. This is expressed in the definition of “free democratic”1 
civic education as “conveying democratic awareness, knowledge and the 
ability to actively participate in political processes” (Deutscher Bundestag, 
1991, p. 3). This definition ref lects an understanding of the state which 
demands that the state, in addition to safeguarding fundamental rights, is 
also responsible for providing for a functioning democracy. In other words, 
the state must not only ensure its citizen’s rights to participate in political 
life, it must also encourage such participation. 

Civic education as a public function:  
from “teaching democracy” to democracy promotion 

The shifting contents and methods of civic education in the Federal Repub-
lic of Germany also ref lect the changing times. In the first two decades after 
the establishment of the FRG, the approaches to civic education were largely 
affirmative. However, a shift toward mainly critical approaches occurred in 
the third and fourth decades, as the German public grew more confident and 
self-aware in its relationship to democracy. Right from the start, the FRG’s 
concept of civic education encompassed a focus on non-school education 
aimed at adults as well as education in schools, because the inf luences of the 
Nazi era needed to be overcome in the political thinking of an entire gen-
eration. The allied occupation forces, who had seen civic education as a tool 
for democratic transformation, had implemented re-education programmes. 
The civic education concept of the newly established FRG picked up on this 
idea and continued it in the sphere of adult education. 

A key role in supporting civic education for adults and in the defini-
tion of its objectives is played by the Landeszentralen für politische Bildung, 
the centres for civic education at the level of the federal states, or Länder. 
The Landeszentralen (federal-state centres) define the substantive content 
of their work independently of the government and without its guidance. 
This circumstance creates the basis for the public’s acceptance of these cen-
tres as institutions that provide information about political issues and for 
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political participation. The Landeszentralen are charged with guaranteeing 
the diversity and balanced nature of civic education offerings provided by 
independent organizations and with supplementing those offerings with 
their own initiatives. 

Due to Germany’s federal structure, civic education is the  responsibility 
of the federal states, falling as it does under their sovereignty over cultural 
and educational matters (Kulturhoheit); civic education provided outside of 
schools is the remit of the Landeszentralen. At the national level, the  Federal 
Agency for Civic Education (Bundeszentrale für politische Bildung) supplements 
the primary responsibility borne by the federal states through its activities 
and the support of projects of national significance.

Laws and other statutory instruments lay down the principles govern-
ing public education offerings, such as the guarantee of plurality, balance 
and quality in civic education. As a rule, non-state institutions are [col-
lectively] better at providing offerings that are politically plural, decentra-
lised, and ref lect the current interests and concerns of citizens. For that 
reason, one of the Landeszentralen chief responsibilities is to ensure this 
plurality is ref lected in the selection of independent civic education orga-
nizations, with their integration within society and their specific local or 
regional, thematic or issue-based competencies, which it supports. Ensur-
ing the breadth of the offerings, as well as their quality and continuing 
development, remains the task of the Landeszentrale. 

The political foundations affiliated with the political parties repre-
sented in the Bundestag, or parliaments of the Länder, play a special role 
in the FRG. These foundations are financed from federal budget and, for 
Land-specific issues, from the Länder budgets. They are seen as institu-
tions associated with significant socio-political currents, and receive public 
funds for that reason, but their exploitation to further the interests of polit-
ical parties is prohibited. This ref lects two related notions: (i) that enabling 
democratic participation and the formation of the political will of the peo-
ple (a duty with which political parties are tasked by the German consti-
tution) presupposes processes of transmission of subject matter and (ii) that 
this transmission must not have to rely solely on the financial resources of 
the interest groups backing the political parties.

The political foundations are civic education institutions whose structure, 
which has no parallel in another country, makes them a special feature of 
the democratic political culture in Germany. By continually contributing 
to communication among people and organizations representing different 
positions and interests, they contribute, directly or indirectly, toward the 
net experience with a culture of democratic debate and towards the cre-
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ation of common understandings with respect to shared concerns, even 
among people who have distanced themselves from the political domain. 
Civic education offerings are particularly well suited for the debate about 
tasks for the future, because such debate offers a space set apart from con-
troversies of the day in which people become able to discern common 
interests and put them into words. In this sense, civic education plays a role 
in defining the common good.

Centres for civic education of the East German Länder as 
midwives at the birth of democracy and supporters of the 
development of a democratic infrastructure

Most of the centres for civic education, or Landeszentralen, of the East 
 German Länder, were founded in the spring of 1991, the highest admin-
istrative authorities of those Länder having been constituted the previous 
autumn. The conceptual approaches adopted in establishing these cen-
tres varied quite a lot. Differences among the individual Länder were a 
factor in this, but another factor was even more important: the model of 
the civic education system of the particular West German Land acting as 
a “partner state” for the “new” East German state in question. The Land 
of Brandenburg, which charged me with the task of setting up a Landes
zentrale, maintained close ties with the Land of North Rhine-Westphalia 
(NRW). Thus, in our case, the NRW Landeszentrale served as the model 
that showed us what an institution of this kind could be and what rules 
that entailed. At the time, the Landeszentrale in North Rhine- Westphalia 
was very well funded and boasted a broad programme encompassing offer-
ings ranging from a catalogue of books on political subjects, available at 
no cost, to its own conference and lecture programme, to a prize for the 
authors of politi cal books, on through to the support of independent civic 
education organizations, which accounted for the bulk its budget outlay. 

Brandenburg set up its Landeszentrale within the portfolio of the Min-
ister President. This made it quite clear that the Landeszentrale did not fall 
within the remit of the ministry of culture, which had been accustomed 
to setting curricula. This decision sent out a signal heralding an all-en-
compassing political project aimed at developing the Land and the politi-
cal culture of democracy in it. The range of tasks performed by the North 
Rhine-Westphalian Landeszentrale served as the guide in this regard and 
with respect to the setting of priorities.
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Naturally, the work developing a broad programme for Brandenburg 
would have to be done only gradually and on a far smaller scale. The 
advantages of the concept of providing financial support to decentralised 
independent organizations were immediately apparent, even to a Land 
in Eastern Germany where no such independent organizations actually 
existed yet. So getting such organizations up and running was the main 
priority: the vision was that the Landeszentrale’s work would incorporate a 
totally new world of decentralised offerings and societal actors, represent-
ing the novelty of a culture of democratic discussion and communication. 
The intention was that this would create the space for learning and ref lec-
tion necessary for a democratic infrastructure. This space, it was hoped, 
would draw together agents in the democratic process, societal groups and 
individuals who could have a multiplier effect, and people affected by soci-
etal changes or political decisions. This would constitute the local offer-
ings for political participation, contact and capacity building. The invest-
ment required to create pluralistic civic education ref lecting the interests 
and concerns of the public – in the sense of events fostering practical learn-
ing about the political domain and direct democracy – would be of a sig-
nificance for the future second to that of no other investment.

In the medium term, the decision to adopt this concept was partially 
responsible for the fairly rapid creation of more than 20 civic educa-
tion providers, distributed throughout the Land, with differing thematic 
focuses and representing a broad base in society. In the institutional vac-
uum created after 1990, these organizations constituted forums for a local 
or regional public and contributed to the formation of a democratic polit-
ical culture. However, progress in the development and consolidation of 
a broadly based infrastructure of independent civic education organiza-
tions had ceased by the mid-1990s. The scarcity of public grant money was 
endangering the operation and security of planning at the civic education 
organizations and resulted in a process of concentration/reduction: where 
once there had been plurality of organizations was now a boiled down pro-
portional representation. In other words the Landeszentrale was forced to 
select only a few organizations who, given the shortage of funds, would 
have to represent a minimum standard of diversity. Nonetheless, the inde-
pendent civic education organizations did form a framework supporting 
the emergence of democratic civil society. Maintaining the requisite level 
of continuity and professionalism at the civic education organizations was 
always a primary objective. 
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Civic education and “achieving inner unity” 

In December 1991, Germany’s federal government underlined the signifi-
cance of civic education for the creation of Germany’s “inner unity”: 

“Now that the wall has been torn down and Germany has been united, 
civic education must play its part in ensuring that what have up to now 
been the two parts of Germany become one community together in 
spirit and society” (Deutscher Bundestag, 1991, p. 3). 

Civic education was expected to play its role towards encouraging mutual 
understanding and the emergence of one common self-concept among 
German people. 
In May 1998, the federal government then in power took stock of the 
 situation and formulated a cautious, but still positive assessment: 

“Naturally, not all of the expectations and hopes for the rapid rise to the 
prosperity associated with the system of liberal democracy could be met 
after the SED regime’s collapse. Nonetheless, both the political system of 
the Federal Republic of Germany and reunification are assessed positively 
by the large majority of the people. Civic education has its share … [of 
responsibility for] this development” (Deutscher Bundestag, 1998, p. 2). 

At the close of unified Germany’s first decade, the work towards “inner 
unity” was still unfinished – despite completion of institutional restruc-
turing and partial economic alignment. Due to the still unequal sharing in 
societal prosperity, there were dangerous signs that the level of acceptance 
of democracy might be lower in Eastern Germany. 

In fact, it became apparent within a few years of German unification that 
Eastern and Western Germany had distinct political cultures. The majority 
of the population of Eastern Germany tended to disassociate itself from the 
political system. This was ref lected in the results of statistical surveys con-
ducted in Eastern Germany in 1998. One survey, for instance, presented 
quite a clear picture: asked whether they felt like “real citizens of the FRG” 
[“richtige Bundesbürger”] or whether they would rather have the GDR 
back, only 17% of the population chose the first option, while 65% answered 
that neither was true. Rather than increasing since 1990, East Germans’ 
confidence in democratic institutions had actually fallen dramatically. In the 
1998 survey, despite placing great emphasis on the importance of democ-
racy (as a great majority did), only 13% of respondents were satisfied with 
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the state of the democracy, 41% were dissatisfied and 42 % were “partially 
satisfied” (SFZ, 1998). Thus political attitudes in Eastern Germany could 
in no sense be described as automatically evolving towards growing satis-
faction with conditions there – regardless of whether or not democracy or 
German unification in principle were accepted by the majority. In practice, 
the diverging trends revealed themselves in voting behaviours specific to 
Eastern Germany, in the distanced attitude towards political parties and in 
constantly high expectations regarding the social responsibility of the state.

In public debate, political attitudes of this kind were increasingly looked 
on as the results of a quasi genetic disorder of East Germans. What was 
once discussed in public in terms of a “difference in mentality”, as though 
the differences in questions were of the same order as those between West-
phalians and East Frisians, now began to be portrayed as systemic and char-
acteristic of a generation, i.e. something which could only be overcome in 
the long term. 

The degree of inconsistency in political developments in East German 
society was matched by the degree of variation in the opinions and rec-
ommendations concerning how best to deal with them. Notwithstanding 
the declared general objective of accomplishing national unity by creat-
ing inner unity, that it to say, the aim of completing a process generating 
mutual understanding and developing a common civic identity, there was 
growing support for the view that these differences should no longer a rep-
resent a problem for Germany, where cultural diversity is just as character-
istic as regional variation in income levels (e.g. Veen, 1997). 

Though the concrete differences between East and West per se did con-
tribute to the emergence of political and cultural differences, a far greater 
role in that was played by the labelling on both sides and the dominant 
West German interpretation of the problems of the East in the context of 
those differences. The downright absence or niche casting of East Ger-
man expertise and representation in the media, universities, political par-
ties and administrative bodies had dramatically deepened the mental divide 
between East and West. 

Though civic education programmes were in place, this was not an 
easy problem to solve. Civic education could, at most, tap into people’s 
experiences, help them to better recognise the opportunities for problem 
solving inherent in democracy and help them to use them. In this respect 
the expectations regarding civic education’s contribution towards creat-
ing “inner unity” should be measured not in terms of areas of East-West 
conformity but in terms of the increasing ability to deal with the different 
interests and experiences in the democratic process. 
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Thus civic education was able to counter a negative trend in social cohe-
sion only to the extent that it created the arena for a democratic political 
culture and political participation opportunities by offering public edu-
cation and discussion programmes and a pluralistic spectrum of indepen-
dent organizations. The debate about the divergent historical experiences 
in the East and the West provided a suitable context for this, in no small 
part because it was in those histories that the causes and origins of differ-
ences lay, there that the mutual rejection or attributions of quasi genetic or 
mental defects had their roots.

Democracy building and working through the past 

The elements of memory or tradition that become collective property, those 
aspects which ultimately become part of the common historical awareness: 
these are what build cohesion within a polity and a polity’s understanding 
of itself, what shape the way it reacts to challenges in the here and now. One 
way to measure the attainment of German inner unity might be to measure 
how long it takes before West Germans and East Germans reach a common 
understanding about the common catalogue of historical memories, and 
allow those memories that cannot be shared to shift into the background.

 In 1991 the need to do this seemed obvious; what is more, it seemed 
to be something that relatively easy to accomplish. This was related to 
what was then a great willingness on the part of the East German popu-
lation to integrate itself, both politically and spiritually, into the context 
of the FRG. Describing the function of civic education, political scientist 
Thomas Meyer has written: 

“Constructing a political culture of democracy – meaning the  adoption 
of its rules, opportunities, impositions and basic values as part of the 
self-perception of the individual – requires that typical biographies first 
be fully addressed while thinking back on the history of the Communist 
system in Germany. Civic education must make a contribution, perhaps 
the decisive contribution towards that” (Meyer, 1991, p. 13). 

However, in the late 90s Berlin-based historian Jürgen Kocka (1998) issued 
this sober assessment:

“After over forty years of divided history and seven years of reunifica-
tion, profound divides can be discerned in the historical awareness of 
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East and West Germans, particularly with regard to modern history. 
We are very far from a common view of the divided history” (p. 104).

Despite, or perhaps in part due to, the large investment in research into 
contemporary history in the 90s, two Bundestag study commissions (En 
queteKommissionen)2 and considerable media interest in the process of com-
ing to terms with the GDR past, East Germans were bound and bound 
together by their historical experience more than they could have wished. 
In the context of an asymmetrical approach of the past that was fixated on 
the East, revelations about collaboration with the GDR state security ser-
vice and about the practices of the system of political repression and the tri-
als of several SED decision-makers came to represent a burden more than 
a relief. Against a backdrop of unemployment and the loss of professional 
recognition and career prospects, East Germans had a growing sense that 
they were still being held collectively responsible for a system that they had 
only recently been applauded for putting behind them. After all, hadn’t all 
that talk about “reunification” held out the hope for connecting with a his-
tory that those in the East had missed out on? That hope had been associ-
ated with a self-perception as the victim of history.

Certainly, there was no avoiding the necessity to confront the past and 
address the experience of injustice in the GDR. The issue affected no small 
number of population groups, though for the most part these groups were 
comprised of people whose own attitude to that injustice had been one of 
acquiescence, if not acceptance. By 2000, the work of dealing with the past 
through legal action was nearly complete: more than 200,000 investiga-
tions, resulting in about 200 convictions and prison sentences for around 
20 individuals, had run their course. A state governed by the rule of law, 
which demands that people be judged only in terms of their concrete guilt, 
cannot and could not condemn a whole system. It certainly could not do 
justice to the past as a whole. 

This dilemma was hardly a new one in the period after the demise of 
the GDR. The GDR’s post-war approach to this problem could not pos-
sibly be taken as a model though, leaving the West German model as the 
obvious alternative. The credibility of the FRG model was also tainted, 
however, by the country’s failure to confront its National Socialist past 
for at least two decades. To prevent a repetition of that failure, an alliance 
encompassing both Eastern and Western actors took shape, one advocat-
ing an approach to the past that would tie in quasi seamlessly with the 
work on the Nazi period. This approach is apparent in the talk of “double 
past” or experience of a “double dictatorship”. However, it entailed a pre-
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defined focus on the apparatus of repression and its practices. This was an 
approach to confronting the past that could be carried out quasi adminis-
tratively, either by the public prosecutors who conducted investigations or 
through the findings in the files of the agency charged with dealing with 
the records of the GDR’s State Security Service. The categories of perpe-
trator and victim did not lend themselves to the routine of everyday life, 
the specific responsibilities, accomplishments and mistakes that affected 
the majority of the population. 

As the practices of political repression came to dominate the entire pic-
ture of the GDR past to the exclusion of all else, this discourse drew fur-
ther and further apart from East German society itself. In reaction to this, 
a wayward form of “bottom up” processing of the past took shape: an 
overt or subversive revival of the cultural remnants and peculiarities of 
the GDR. In some people this took the form of nostalgia; in others, it was 
expressed as a more defiant challenge of a Western-dominated view of life 
in the GDR. 

The East German public’s denial of interest in coming to terms with 
the past, which began to intensify in the mid-1990s, could not fail to cause 
concern. However, the reference to parallel developments in the post-war 
first decades cannot remain unqualified; there are differences between the 
situations in the two periods. History did not repeat itself. The freedoms 
won through the freely chosen decision to become part of the FRG were 
not the same for the East Germans as the democratic reconstruction after 
the lost war for the West Germans. This difference was of great impor-
tance with respect to confronting and coming to terms with history in 
these societies.

It would have been possible to confront the East German past and 
work through it successfully had the attempt been made in a climate pro-
moting respect for differences in experiences and political contexts. The 
approaches developed for that purpose, particularly by independent civic 
education organizations, were unable to win out against the mainstream of 
the media’s treatment of the subject. Thus an unresolved problem remains 
in Eastern and Western Germany: that of creating a collective image of 
1945-1990 history shared by both East and West. Recognising the interde-
pendence of certain historical circumstances and developments is not just 
a question of fair treatment, it is also a necessity if those circumstances and 
developments are to become part of the collective memory, and if appro-
priate become elements of collective responsibility as well. If civic educa-
tion seeks to make a contribution towards German unification, it can still 
take up this task. The tenet that one nation continued and continues to 
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exist beyond the division of Germany demanded and still demands that 
the country integrate the experiences of the separate histories of its people. 
This integration can succeed if civic education on historical topics finally 
begins to address the aspects of the mutual relativity of the separate devel-
opments in East and West and to assess the histories of Eastern and West-
ern Germany from that perspective.

Past as future: paradoxes of the zeitgeist

Understanding the attempt at “constructing a political culture of democ-
racy” to mean “the adoption of its rules, opportunities, impositions and 
basic values” which “… requires that typical biographies first be fully 
addressed while thinking back on the history of the communist sys-
tem”(SFZ, 1998) fitted in with the zeitgeist and with the practices cov-
ered under the umbrella of the unification processes overall. Clearly, the 
descriptions of the two tasks, “adoption of rules” and “working through 
the history”, also f lagged role assignments within the societal transfor-
mation process and civic education process. This is where the crux of the 
problem of East German post-communist transformation lay, though: the 
East Germans were assigned the role of subject only in working through 
their own history, when it came to democracy and shaping it in society 
they remained in the role of object. 

This situation characterises the historical paradox associated with the 
process: the moment that the East Germans put their dictatorship, their 
past, behind them, the most important capital that they brought with them 
from the GDR, their democratic creative drive, was rendered practically 
valueless. The “adoption of rules” meant the collective renunciation on 
the part of the GDR population of both the right to shape their own soci-
ety, and responsibility for that shaping. Claus Offe (1994) wrote that peo-
ple were “divested of both the chance and the challenge to makes their 
own contribution, morally ambitious or otherwise, toward shaping their 
own future”(p. 261). In Offe’s eyes, the situation of the ex-GDR’s popula-
tion was simultaneously taking away their political voice and demanding 
too little of their morality. 

A consideration of the public debates in the last decades reveals that 
when East Germany and the East Germans figure in them they do so pre-
dominantly in the context of the past. Apparently, thinking about the 
future and the East at the same time did not come naturally. Speaking of 
the modus of the unification, Jürgen Habermas (1991) once said it was a 
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case of the “future was perceived in the past tense”. He noted that every-
thing recalled the situation in the 1950s: the “pictures from back then … 
monopolise … the imagination, whose agility would be needed, how-
ever, to overcome the problems of the future”. According to Habermas, 
the explanation for this borrowing of images from the past to guide this 
great political endeavour lies in the novelty of the change of systems. The 
images, as though by magic, cause the “taming of the fear of unknown 
risks”. Drawing a parallel with the early years of aviation when people first 
began to speak of travelling by “air-ship”, Habermas pointed out that one 
could now witness the “evocative recourse to the 1948 currency reform 
model …. the campaign spots for the Volkskammer [GDR-parliamentary] 
elections featuring Ludwig Erhard”.3 “The past as the future” was the con-
cept for the societal reconstruction undertaken in the East. 

Supporting this was the general conviction that the intended outcome 
of the political transformation was known. “No experiments!” went the 
message from the East. In an essay titled “The End of History?” that has 
become famous, the American Francis Fukuyama (1989) interpreted this 
development as the “total exhaustion of viable systematic alternatives … 
the end point of mankind’s ideological evolution”, as the “victory of eco-
nomic and political liberalism”. Hence, the order of the day was to put into 
place that which had already been tried and proven effective; “back to the 
future” was the motto. “Return to Europe” was the programme of the 
East European civil movements. Only ten years after German unification, 
sociologist Heinz Bude (1999) noted: “1989 symbolised not the harbinger 
of something new, but the completion of something familiar.” 

Replication not transformation, voids not learning processes 

“Catch-up modernisation” was the scientific term for the process envis-
aged for the post-communist transformation. Political science and social 
science researchers interested in the transformation therefore focussed not 
on transformation’s intended outcome, which was known, but on the type 
and means of transformation. This meant that the level of scholarly inter-
est was restricted with respect to the longer term. Over a five year period, 
several additional research programmes looking at social and political 
change in the East were funded. Political and social scientists were inter-
ested in identifying the means by which the behaviour of the East Ger-
man citizens would adapt the existing institutions and how much time 
this would require. What means citizens might use to adapt the institu-
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tions to their own behavioural possibilities and needs was not a question 
in anyone’s mind. 

Thus when considering the modus of the East German transformation, 
one can rightly read the “catch-up” in catch-up modernisation in the sense 
of “replicative” rather than “compensatory”. The transition was character-
ised by the rapid importation of Western institutions, which were put in 
place in a “top-down” fashion for purposes understood initially only by 
Western individuals and organizations. This stands in stark contrast to the 
“bottom up” institution building in the history of the Western democra-
cies, in which the institutions themselves represented achievements wrung 
from feudal states by their populations (Offe, 1998). The fact that intro-
duction of “Western standards” proceeded in practical terms according 
to a “non-Western” logic is one of the paradoxes of the post-communist 
change of systems. Here, modernisation – i.e. the removal of the state from 
sectors of society – occurred as a task performed by the state. It is true that 
democratisation of the post-war societies in the FRG and Austria was also 
undertaken with external guidance, but that democratisation was success-
ful because it was accompanied by increasing social security and economic 
growth. Societies currently undergoing transformation must go through 
their democratisation process in an era shaped by profound economic crisis 
with high social costs – and in a phase in which the system of democratic 
institutions of the Western democracies itself can hardly be said to offer a 
model of unquestioned quality that they can simply adopt.

Thus the “tunnel at the end of the light” (Offe, 1998) was quite an apt 
image for a transformation process that began with high expectations but 
then led to a long road passing through a long stretch of dark terrain. Start-
ing down such a road required faith that the road did indeed lead to the 
intended destination and that chances would be distributed fairly, as well 
as the belief on the part of the majority that the destination was in fact one 
that could be reached. Setting these prerequisites aside, this road, passing 
through shadowy terrain as it did, ultimately meant that we could begin to 
learn about our destination only once we were already en route. In other 
words, we would have to examine the predefined visions and open our-
selves to opportunities to learn new things. 

There has been no shortage of shifting visions or prognoses for Aufbau 
Ost, the rebuilding/development of the East, as the years have passed. One 
thing all those visions have shared is the idea of exploiting certain loca-
tion-based advantages of Eastern Germany, and taking advantage of the 
modernisation advances, e.g. in the area of education, the health sector or 
with respect to regional sustainable development. This would require assess-
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ing the country’s own potentials in an open process, through trial and error. 
The alternative to passive adoption is a searching process, the decision to 
pursue independent developments. Development means experimentation 
and learning, however. Like any learning process, it can only take place 
when the results of experimentation f low back into institutions, policy strat-
egies and other activities. Societal discourses are also a medium of learning. 
East Germany’s fundamental problem though lay in the fact that adequate 
learning processes did not take place in most areas. Despite the historically 
unprecedented economic and society restructuring and the enterprise, at 
great expense to the German state and its citizens, there was no scientific and 
institutional commitment of a level appropriate to the scale of the problems. 
Wherever new things were tried out and experimentation took place, only 
temporary “transitional solutions” that did not lead to learning processes 
were involved. Relevant interest and public notice were lacking. In the 
absence of scientific analysis, new approaches tended to get bogged down. 

In 1990 the sociologist Ralf Dahrendorf predicted the following 
timeframe for the political, economic and societal restructuring of the 
post-communist countries of Central and Eastern Europe: it would take 
six months, he estimated, to introduce political democracy and establish 
the rule of law, six years to transition to a market economy and sixty years 
for civil society to develop (Dahrendorf, 1990). According to this prog-
nosis, most of the countries have stayed pretty much on schedule. Democ-
racy and the market economy may not be perfectly well developed, but 
they are stable accepted by their populations in most of the countries in 
question and. This applies to the countries of Eastern Central Europe, 
which are already members of the European Union. Initially, these coun-
tries had to struggle with a period featuring sharp economic declines that 
lasted longer than that experienced by East Germany. By the mid-1990s 
though, i.e. after the six years of Dahrendorf ’s prediction, these coun-
tries were, for the most part, enjoying economic growth rates higher than 
those in Western Europe (European Bank for Reconstruction and Devel-
opment, 2000, p. 65). 

East Germany was a special case, however, right from the start. Inte-
grated politically within the Federal Republic of Germany, financially and 
socially secured, its situation was privileged beyond compare. The eco-
nomic catch-up phase – characterised by growth rates higher than those in 
the West – got off to an earlier and more powerful start. However, in its 
sixth year it came to an end. This timeframe for East German redevelop-
ment was adjusted as a result. On the tenth anniversary of German unifi-
cation, there was talk of having reached the “half-way point”. Later, peo-
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ple began to speak in terms of a multi-generational task. This tied in with 
the thirty years (up until 2019) within which “differences caused by the 
division” of Germany should be equalised according to the rhetoric of 
“Solidarity Pact II”.4 In political terms, that will be the end of it, in prac-
tical terms, those gaps that still remain will have to be accepted and – as 
Dahrendorf predicted and estimated as requiring 60 years – coming to 
terms with that will become a task of civil society. 

The new, realistic timeframe means that we should be thinking ahead 
towards the conditions of a society of the next generation, be focussing our 
attention on a common new goal and towards a shore that we much use a 
variety of means to reach. If we are willing to do this, our commitment to 
it must have consequences for many spheres, including civic education. In a 
democracy, political responses to times of structural change can be effected 
only with the consent and participation of the citizens. 

A new agenda for civic education?

The onset of a new era, political upheaval or systemic crisis calls into ques-
tion the political knowledge established in the past. All of the classic polit-
ical theories were devised almost ref lexively in response to experiences 
of era-defining crises and disorder. Only now are the full scope of the 
changes and the drama of the international, economic and environmen-
tal developments on display – and thus also the problems that have to be 
solved. The delay in the onset of awareness of this situation is connected 
to the fact that the systemic crisis and the change of systems of 1989/90 
was of immediate significance only for the East German part of German 
society and the East European societies. However, the cessation of forma-
tive antagonisms, system alternatives such as “democracy vs. dictatorship”, 
“socialism vs. capitalism”, does affect the West as well. The disappear-
ance of these antagonisms and of concepts of the enemy with organ izing 
effects raised questions of legitimisation in the West as well. Initially these 
involved those institutions principally involved in the East-West conf lict, 
though they also concerned anti-communism as a “cornerstone of the 
Western democratic ethos” (Avineri, 1993, p. 10). The xenophobic attacks 
which began to occur in Eastern Germany in the second half of the 90s 
and the civil wars in former Yugoslavia were seen as relics of the commu-
nist past, i.e. phenomena of societal transition or of the geographic periph-
ery. That they would have repercussions for the situation throughout the 
country, or throughout Europe, was something not initially understood. 



42

Hans-Jürgen Misselwitz

What does this mean for the future of the Western democracies? What 
antagonisms have arisen in their place to organize the political camps? 
What roles do the newly forming separatist and nationalist movements 
play? How are historical narratives, cultures of memory and politics of his-
tory changing in this situation?

Civic education that addresses these issues is addressing the questions of 
the common European future. Increasingly, civic education will confront 
questions touching on the coexistence of people from different cultures at 
the local and state level. That is one of Europe’s themes and Europe is actu-
ally the main subject of the political restructuring of this decade. 

“Germany’s unification is taking place in a unified Europe.” That was 
the vision of the generation that lived through the division of Germany 
and thought ahead to a time beyond it. It turned out to be a true vision, 
and will hopefully remain one – including with respect to the achievement 
of unity. For this reason, if no other, ever more ambitious learning objec-
tives must be set, and we must start by grasping the fact that a new learn-
ing process is needed, along with the funds and organizations that entails. 

The ability to integrate social and ethnic minorities is a touchstone for 
the democratic culture of our society. Dislike or even hatred of foreign-
ers threatens not only the internal peace, but also the democratic order, its 
fundamental openness and ability to develop in a community of nations. 
This is a requirement for the success of the notion of a united Europe, 
the main subject of the political restructuring of this decade. For the next 
decade and well beyond it, the problems of reshaping our environmentally 
harmful civilisation will probably drive us to make far-reaching changes 
in our culture and society.

Translated from the German by Alison Borrowman.

Hans-Jürgen Misselwitz, 1991-1999 Director of Brandenburgische Landeszen
trale für politische Bildung (Centre for Civic Education of the Land of Brandenburg), 
Potsdam; 1999-2015 responsible for questions of principle, Eastern Germany and 
the SPD’s Basic Values Commission at Executive Committee of the SPD (Social 
Democratic Party). Publications: Nicht länger mit dem Gesicht nach Westen. Das neue 
Selbstbewußtsein der Ostdeutschen (1996); various papers on the issues of democracy 
development and civic education in Eastern Germany.
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Notes

 1 This refers to freiheitlich demokratische Grundordnung (free democratic basic order), a 
term specific to German constitutional law. 

 2 Study Commission (EnqueteKommission) for The History and the Consequences of 
the SED Dictatorship in Germany, 1992-1994; Study Commission for the Overcom-
ing of the Consequences of the SED Dictatorship in the Process of German Unity, 
1995-1998. 

 3 Ludwig Erhard oversaw the post-war economic reforms as the FRG’s Minister for 
Economic Affairs (1949-63); he subsequently served as Prime Minister (1963-66). 
He died in 1977, thirteen years before he appeared (with his dachshund) in the cam-
paign spots. 

 4 The second of two arrangements negotiated between the federal government and the 
East German Länder under which Eastern Germany receives special funding from 
the federal government. 
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Civic education in schools in the light of 
 Poland’s integration in the European Union

The largest expansion in the history of the European Union took place on 
May 1, 2004, with the accession of ten new member states. For all the can-
didate countries, accession involved fulfilling basic requirements and stan-
dards already in force in the EU-15 states. In Poland’s case, the integration 
process had begun considerably earlier, shortly after the country regained 
its independence in 1989, as the result of a peaceful process that ended 
with the Roundtable Talks and the surrender of control by the commu-
nist authorities after 45 years in power. The EEC-Poland (European Eco-
nomic Community) agreement on trade and commercial and economic 
cooperation was signed in September 1989, followed, two years later, by 
the Europe Agreement (association agreement). The preamble of the lat-
ter clearly states that “… the final objective of Poland is to become a mem-
ber of the Community and that this association, in the view of the Parties, 
will help to achieve this objective …”. Poland submitted an application for 
EU membership in April 1994, and the first talks regarding accession got 
underway in Brussels in May 1998. Those were not easy years, because 
restructuring the centralised economy into a market economy and the 
work building the foundations for civil society were both happening at 
once. This period also saw the beginning of the most difficult process, and 
one that is still ongoing: the process of creating a new awareness among 
the Polish population about what life in a democratic state entails. To use 
a simple analogy, the occurrences of the past 20 years could be described 
as one enormous construction site.

Many ruins stand on the site where the work is being done, several con-
struction teams are involved, coordination of the various jobs is lacking 
at times, and the division of labour is inadequate. Sometimes only after a 
team has built a foundation does someone notice that no water or sewage 
lines were laid, there is no connection to the power supply, etc. All of this 
is taking place in the presence of the area’s inhabitants, who suggest/urge/

Civic education in schools in the light of Po-
land’s integration in the EU
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plead for the dismissal of the incompetent workers. Annoyed that the pro-
cess is taking so long, they point to the orderly and stable reality of other 
societies, societies integrated in an organized system, which have enjoyed 
a stable lifestyle for many years. Polish society has carried out changes on 
a grand scale in the last twenty years (changes which, in Western Europe, 
were put in place over the course of 60 years during the post-war period). 
We have, by and large, adapted our government, legal and economic insti-
tutions to meet the requirements of the acquis communautaire of the for-
mer EU-15. That which remains of the process is still underway. There 
remains much for us to do on our path of development. Those who look 
back, though, over the path already travelled in the course of Poland’s inte-
gration into the EU should bear in mind that the education of civil society 
was underway in the same period, and that it started in 1989. 

Democratisation of the educational sphere

When considering this subject, one must keep in mind that it is our teach-
ers, second only to parents, who raise and teach our children, who shape 
their perceptions, attitudes and knowledge. The communist authorities 
were perfectly aware of this too, and took care to ensure that teachers were 
loyal to the system. Until 1989, the teachers’ union, which was subordinate 
to the Communist Party, and the similarly loyal scouting organization, 
which was controlled by state authorities, represented the only opportu-
nities for civic development. Therefore, after the revolution, steps were 
taken to remedy the situation. Thanks to the efforts of the parliament and 
government, legal possibilities for the democratisation of life in the educa-
tional sphere were created. The Education System Act of 1991 became the 
foundation of the democratisation of school life. This legislation provided 
for the organization of an education system comparable with those of west 
European countries. Its most important provisions, designed to ensure a 
break with the previous decades, are as follows:
•	 the possibility for non-public schools to be established and run by bod-

ies other than the state; 
•	 the definition of competences, areas of responsibility and duties of 

school bodies; the transfer of responsibility for self governance to the 
majority of the teachers employed at an educational institution (ped-
agogical council); the transfer of responsibility for self governance to 
the social bodies in the education system: the education council (at the 
national and voivodship [provincial] level), the school council (parents, 
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teacher and student council), and the student council (majority of pupils 
at a given school); the definition of competences and areas of responsi-
bility of superintendents, school directors and teachers;

•	 the acceptance on school premises of social organizations (with the 
exception of political parties), including NGOs (non- governmental 
organizations), whose educational aims and activities constitute an 
enrichment of the social and educational offerings of the state; 

•	 selection of candidates for the post of education superintendent (kura
tor: government officials at the voivodship level who oversee educational 
institutions) via job advertisement and selection procedure; choice of 
the school director via job advertisement and selection procedure (the 
selection panel is composed of equal numbers of representatives of the 
administering body, the educational inspection authority, teachers, 
school parents and the unions of the educational facility); 

•	 the definition of rules governing the adoption of school-internal legis-
lation. 

The statute cited is still in force in Poland, though now with several amend-
ments. It permits the introduction of lower-level executive orders by the 
Minister of National Education. On the basis of my professional activities 
in the various contexts of the education system over the last 23 years, I can 
state unequivocally that the opportunity for the creation of a civil school 
society provided by the legislative system is not being fully taken advan-
tage of. I will cite only a few of the many reasons for this here: 
•	 Teacher training:   

Lack of assessment of the suitability of candidates for the teaching pro-
fession. No such assessment is carried out, either in the secondary schools 
(the system of career advising in Poland is still in its infancy) or at the 
teacher training institutions during the programme or upon completion 
thereof. While teachers in training do complete over a dozen hours of 
practical training in schools, the arrangement of these leaves much to be 
desired. Ultimately, no small share of those who complete their teacher 
training are not really well-suited by disposition to the teaching profes-
sion (e.g. activity-level, efficiency, enthusiasm, desire to develop them-
selves further, lifelong learning, the desire to learn new things, deriving 
satisfaction from supporting the development of others, etc.).   
The teacher training institutions prepare future teachers only to a small 
extent for their role in promoting the social and emotional development 
of their students. Those who receive degrees are well trained or very 
well trained in their specific subjects – in biology, geography, mathe-
matics, literature and linguistics. Their weaknesses lie in the lack of the 
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ability to turn a class into a team, to help students overcome personal 
or family problems, to work with other people work in the educational 
sphere, and, not infrequently, to cooperate with other school employees. 

•	 Extreme attitudes on the part of parents:  
The attitude of entitlement ref lected in the following statement: 
“If my child attends school, then it should be raised and taught 
there and all I have to do is provide the funds to support it”. In this 
way, parents ‘free’ themselves of their parenting duties.   
The passive attitude that limits contact with the school to obligatory 
parent meetings or parent-teacher talks and causes parents to omit any 
other form of engagement with school life. This attitude undoubtedly 
results from the mentality of a generation of parents whose attitudes 
were shaped during the communist period, in which private engage-
ment in the school sphere was unwelcome. 

•	 Absence of a model for and a tradition of the organization of societal 
life and engagement. 

Despite the availability of numerous opportunities for students to gather 
experience and develop their abilities by participating in student councils 
in all types of schools, only a small number of students take advantage of 
such options. The student council at each school has an advisor who is a 
teacher from that school. Not infrequently, the low level of school coun-
cil activity can be traced to a lack of motivational ability on the part of the 
advisor. The school council’s activities are also impeded in some cases by 
narrow restrictions in the mind of the advising teacher concerning their 
area of activities. However, a minor improvement in this area did appear 
in conjunction with the difficult job market situation facing school-leavers 
in the 1998-2004 period. Employers prefer to hire young people who are 
active in their schools, get involved and seek out ways to develop them-
selves and gain experience beyond the requirements of formal educa-
tion. This tendency resulted in increasing numbers of students voluntarily 
becoming active in a range of social organizations. These points are con-
firmed in OECD studies of student engagement in school. The OECD 
(Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development) study stud-
ied “attitudes” and “behaviours” of Polish students (OECD, 2003). “Atti-
tudes” relate to the sense of belonging at school, while “behaviours” relate 
to school attendance rates. The study revealed that over forty percent of 
Polish students felt a low sense of belonging in their school and around 
thirty percent had only a very low school attendance rate. The figures 
for Poland are higher than those for other countries (particularly within 
OECD territory).
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Fears about integration in the European Union of the 
 educational sphere

The integration processes taken up and continued by successive govern-
ments (irrespective of political orientation) did not transfer to awareness of 
and knowledge about integration in the educational sphere. It was only the 
start of the talks in 1998 and their announcement in the media that resulted 
in a fairly widespread recognition on the part of teachers that they were 
not preparing their students for life in a united Europe. “Education and 
training” was one of the subjects at the talks. At the time of the talks, the 
government and its representatives carried out informational and promo-
tional activities focussing on Poland’s membership in the EU. The support 
took the form of calls for funding proposals – including from NGOs – to 
carry out projects aimed at popularising European issues in the educa-
tional sphere. We ran activities of this kind with teachers for several years 
and thus had the opportunity to become familiar with both their fears and 
hopes regarding Poland’s accession to the EU (this was in the period before 
the referendum, whose outcome was difficult to predict). Below are some 
of the fears harboured by Polish teachers in the areas of society, culture 
and education:
•	 fear of the imposition of educational methods and content, particularly 

in the fields of history and literature; 
•	 fear of the loss of national identity by the young generation, rollback of 

national culture; 
•	 fear of society’s absorption of the things ‘coming’ from the EU 15 

states – another culture, customs, holidays that differ from the tradi-
tional Polish model; fear of the abandonment of Poland’s own traditions, 

•	 fear of an even more rapid pace of change and intoxication by mass-cul-
ture; 

•	 fear about the lack of preparation and lack of readiness of society for the 
coming changes. 

Other fears mentioned included fears for personal safety (increase in crim-
inality), of the development of companies dominated by foreign capi-
tal, that foreigners would fill up executive and mid-level management 
positions, that Poland would be marginalised vis-à-vis the most power-
ful EU countries, that political relations with the East would deteriorate 
and that Poland would see an inf lux of immigrants and asylum seekers. 
These fears were set off against hopes and an awareness of the opportu-
nities that Poland’s accession into Community structures would create. 
Not infrequently, discussions on the topic were punctuated by the state-
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ment equating a decision not to join with a failure to take advantage of a 
historic opportunity. It should be emphasised that teachers at most schools 
did engage in EU-themed educational activities in the period before the 
referendum. For the most part, these were extra-curricular activities giv-
ing students an opportunity to learn how the EU states function within 
the framework of the Community, and about their culture and traditions. 
This contributed to broadening the students’ knowledge base and getting 
them excited about membership. These young people then communicated 
the EU-related content to their own families. Involvement of school par-
ents was most frequently in the context of various types of informational 
and promotional projects in pre-schools and primary schools. 

The teachers’ work undoubtedly inf luenced the positive outcome of the 
referendum. For the greater share of Polish society, the years from 2000 to 
2004 were scarred by the difficult consequences of the transformation of 
the societal system. The unemployment rate passed the 20% mark, reach-
ing as high as 90% in some regions (those home to the state-run farms that 
went bankrupt). The consequences of growing up, child rearing and life 
under the communist welfare state proved particularly drastic. Confusion/
helplessness, a lack of ability – to find one’s way in the new situation, to 
resolve problems – turning to alcohol and/or drugs to escape the new real-
ity: these led to the marginalisation of persons for whom the change was 
too great a challenge. 

International cooperation

Lack of language skills constituted the main barrier to contact between 
Polish educational institutions and their equivalents in the EU-15 coun-
tries. Russian continued to be the first foreign language taught in pri-
mary schools as late as the mid-1990s. Although opportunities to learn a 
western European language did exist, lack of staff was a perennial prob-
lem. This shortage made it nearly impossible to guarantee a student conti-
nuity in foreign language offerings at the various stages of schooling. For 
instance, a student might develop basic German language skills for a year 
or two in primary school, only to find him- or herself learning Spanish or 
Italian in secondary school, because the school was able to find and hire a 
teacher only for those languages. Low salaries were one factor responsible 
for the lack of staff at schools. Someone with the choice of working in a 
school or in a private company chose the latter option, since earnings there 
were three to four times higher. The shortage of staff and lack of fund-
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ing took a toll on the efficiency of teaching: class sizes were frequently as 
high as 30 students. Teachers who completed their training before 1989 
(with the exception of teachers who taught western languages) had practi-
cally no chance of making themselves understood in EU countries. In the 
People’s Republic of Poland, only members of a small group of high-level 
staff, officials from school inspectorates and individuals from teacher train-
ing institutions, took part in study visits to the EU-15 countries, learning 
about the education systems and the solutions developed there and start-
ing longer-term partnerships. In the 1990s, the European Commission 
opened participation in programmes such Youth (now Youth for Europe) 
and Leonardo da Vinci to the associated states, including Poland. Due to 
many barriers, including linguistic barriers, these projects did not become 
a standard element at the level of the educational institutions, schools and 
student exchanges. At an estimate, no more than 5-10% of students in the 
local environments took part in such programmes prior to the EU expan-
sion. Every teacher, student and parent who has ever taken part in an inter-
national project is aware of the enrichment, the opportunities for devel-
opment and education, that such an experience brings with it. Those few 
days spent with people of the same age, doing work together, exchanging 
thoughts, getting to know one another and coming to decisions as a group, 
are more effective than an entire school year of instruction on the topic of 
democracy or tolerance, for example. The experience promotes the acqui-
sition of all kinds of abilities. 

Changes in the education system 

The Polish population did not shine in comparison to the citizens of west-
ern states according to the results of an OECD study on adult literacy 
conducted in the mid 1990s (OECD, 1995). The explanation for this is 
undoubtedly to be found in the differences among the conditions of life 
in these societies in the last decades. Polish students possessed great theo-
retical knowledge but had difficulty applying it to solve problems. A few 
years after the study, the Polish government began introducing reforms to 
the education system. One of their basic principles is shaping of abilities 
and attitudes, with the explicit stipulation that limits to be placed on the 
acquisition of theoretical knowledge. Instead, students are now supposed 
to learn system-based analysis and the observation of behaviour. Naturally, 
the people principally involved in and responsible for introducing these are 
the teachers. As always in such situations, the educational sphere spreads 
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out over a broad spectrum ranging from the enthusiastic to the sceptical. 
Attitudes toward the process are still divided today, although it has been 
underway now for ten years. The basic principle underlying the reform is 
that young people should be prepared for life as adults. Right from the start, 
the reformed Polish education system was based on the knowledge base in 
the field of education of the European Community. With visible results: 
studies have shown that Polish students are catching up with their peers in 
other countries. Towards the end of the 1990s, over 2,500 ‘educators’ were 
trained under the ‘New School’ programme on an initiative from the Min-
istry of National Education. These ‘educators’ are teachers active in their 
profession who apply their abilities in daily practice and support the pro-
fessional development of their colleagues. The development of a system to 
improve the qualifications of education professionals can be assessed as sat-
isfactory. A network of public and non-public professional development 
facilities for teachers and also post-graduate degree courses offer anyone 
who is interested ample opportunity to take part in whatever form of fur-
ther training they wish. The problem appears to lie on the side of the tar-
get group: some teachers consistently ignore the opportunity to engage in 
professional development. However, the state took action to ensure partic-
ipation in continuing professional training a few years ago by introducing a 
hierarchical system of qualification levels. A teacher’s position in this hier-
archy now inf luences his or her professional title and income. The position 
itself is determined by a combination of factors, including the initial train-
ing and professional development, engagement in the work, activities in 
the educational sphere, achievements in the teacher’s work with students, 
and others. Through various measures, an increase in teacher activity was 
attained. A substantial number of research projects are currently working 
with schools and collaborating with other types of educational institutions, 
colleges and universities and research institutes. General use of the Internet 
is becoming more widespread, although many teachers continue to have 
trouble operating PCs. A few years ago the reasons for this would have lain 
in the high cost of computers relative to teacher income. However, due to 
the bulk purchase of computers, falling prices and the continual improve-
ment of Internet access, what difficulties remain must be explained by psy-
chological causes – fears and an unwillingness to acquire a new skill. 

The democratisation of life in Poland after 1989, new legal regulations 
and market mechanisms allowed the market for school textbooks and edu-
cational materials to be ‘liberated’ from the monopoly of the state and its 
agents. After a few years of development in this area, at least two to three 
textbooks by different authors from different publishing houses for each 
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subject are available on the market. These are often supplemented by exer-
cise books, atlases and games. The teacher who is scheduled to teach a 
given subject after the summer holiday chooses the textbook for the stu-
dents to use. In most cases, the publishing houses offer a series of textbooks 
for successive years of instruction in a given subject. This is conducive to 
continuity and permits the logical structuring of educational content. Edu-
cational projects carried out by NGOs and institutions of advanced teacher 
training are also developing a range of educational materials – films, bro-
chures, books and entire education packages. These are given to the teach-
ers and students who take part in the projects, in many cases at no cost. 
In addition, many private sector companies offer educational aides. Their 
offerings are easy to access online or in catalogues and are posted directly 
to the school delivered by a sales representative. 

Thanks to improved language skills and to general activity levels and the 
desire to learn about the world, make contacts and overcome inhibitions, 
schools are now involved in far more international partnerships than they 
were a few years ago, both with partners in west European countries, and 
with partners in eastern Europe and even Asia. The quality of the proj-
ects carried out by these partnerships is continually improving. Commu-
nity policy is partially responsible for making these projects possible. EU 
membership has ushered in a growing interest in the lives and problems 
of people on other continents, e.g. in Africa. The free movement of trav-
ellers, the appearance of immigrants in the country, travel by Polish peo-
ple abroad, encounters with other realities, a broader perspective – all of 
this has affected the way people from other cultures or members of other 
religions are perceived. This too is a dimension of civic education. More-
over, the understanding of civic education in the minds of teachers and stu-
dents has also changed. While at the start of the democratisation process, 
the few who gave it any thought at all associated civic education with the 
performance of public functions, now Poland’s citizens understand to a far 
greater extent that civic education is part of the life of every citizen of a 
democratic state. Civic education is a tool designed to help young people 
prepare for their lives as adults. In Poland we need to further develop and 
strengthen our NGO sector, which can contribute to the further democ-
ratisation of life. Intensifying cooperation between NGOs and schools can 
lead to the positive development of both. The use of NGO-school partner-
ships as an approach for coping with local problems has taken place only 
on a small scale so far. One problem of recent years is corruption in the 
country and the tacit acceptance of this phenomenon on the part of the 
vast majority of society. Peer-to-peer violence is spreading among young 
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people, particularly in grammar schools [gimnazja]. We are also seeing acts 
of aggression aimed at teachers. Daily occurrences are dictating the subject 
matter. EU integration and the development of civil education still have a 
long way to go. We need an expansion of international cooperation among 
schools, teacher training institutions and organizations supporting the edu-
cation system. We can find better solutions to problems we face together, 
we can learn together, inspire one another, and build democracy and com-
munity together. 

Translated from the German by Alison Borrowman. 

The German-language text was published as “Bürgerbildung in Schulen im Lichte 
der Integration Polens in die Europäische Union”. In Hoffmann, N. & Nikzentai-
tis-Stobbe, M. (Eds.). (2008). Politische Bildung in Mittelosteuropa. Eine Annäherung 
an Polen, Tschechien und Ungarn (pp. 83-93). Berlin: MitOst e.V. 

Krzysztof Kacuga is a project manager at Fundacja Rozwoju Świętochłowic (Foun-
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From boom to consolidation: directions 
in the development of civil society in East 
Central Europe

Introduction 

The perception that the post-socialist countries of East Central Europe 
have developed structurally weak civil societies that are still undergoing a 
process of transformation appears quite plausible based on the many recent 
studies on political culture and civil society in the region. Following an 
initial period of euphoria just before and after the political changes of 
1989/90, civic engagement in voluntary associations of all types declined. 
Engagement in associations, church organizations, environmental organi-
zations, social or political movements, political parties and trade unions is 
slowly declining, or stagnating at a level considerably below that of West-
ern Europe’s ‘old’ democracies. This applies in many countries in East 
Central Europe, including the eight East Central European countries that 
joined the European Union in May 2004: the Czech Republic, Hungary, 
Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia and the three Baltic states, Estonia, Latvia and 
Lithuania. However, the prospect of integration with the West proved to 
serve as a stabilising anchor for democratisation, in the meaning used by 
Christiane Frantz (2000), and these countries did establish liberal-demo-
cratic systems of government, though the consolidation process is far from 
complete in their post-socialist societies (Ismayr, 2004). This article depicts 
the directions of civil society development in East Central Europe in broad 
brush strokes in order to then turn to a discussion of the causes of the struc-
tural characteristics specific to post-socialist civil societies. 

Directions in the development of civil soci-
ety in East Central Europe
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Participation in post-socialist civil societies 

The endeavour to tie the population into organizations aligned with state 
socialism [Vorfeldorganisationen] was typical for the authoritarian regimes 
of East Central Europe. Before the ‘Velvet Revolution’ of 1989/90, all of 
these countries had numerous organizations of this kind, membership of 
which was more or less compulsory. The memberships of these organiza-
tions comprised a large share of the socialist population; the organizations 
themselves ranged from youth leagues and trade unions, to cultural organi-
zations, on to clubs for nature lovers and stamp collectors. Jan Kubik (2000, 
p. 184ff.) points out that formal organization density in socialist societies 
was considerably higher – albeit involuntarily so – than under any other 
type of political regime. For the same reason, Bernhard Weßels charac-
terises post-socialist societies as “over-organized”, above all in the area of 
membership of trade unions and the socialist parties, i.e. in the organiza-
tions that the socialist regime used as “central institutions of top-down 
mobilisation” (Weßels, 2004, p. 177).

It would certainly not be accurate to call the organizations associated 
with authoritarian regimes ‘civil society associations’ in the liberal-dem-
ocratic sense: they were dependent on the regimes, they were affiliated, 
ideologically at least, with socialism, and they carried out acts of repression 
against people who refused to become members. Nevertheless, these orga-
nizations did fulfil functions in socialist societies that are, at least in some 
respects, very similar to those of civil society associations in liberal demo-
cratic societies. They acted as agencies of socialisation, by bringing people 
together. They formed a recruitment pool for political posts, and they pro-
vided services to their members and others (Kubik, 2000, p. 185). Zdenka 
Mansfeldová et al. (2004, p. 101) refer to these organizations as highly orga-
nized, “pseudo” civil society organizations for this reason. 

In the early 1990s, with the socialist regimes collapsing and new dem-
ocratically elected governments allowing freedom of association and free-
dom to form unions, the state-socialist aligned organizations, with their 
broad membership bases, were important nexus points for the newly form-
ing civil societies. Certainly, many new organizations were founded after 
1990, but it is also true that many of the former socialist-aligned organi-
zations gave rise to reformed successor organizations, which cut their ties 
to the state and continued their work as newly independent  organizations. 
Even today, despite sustained shrinkage, as a group they account for a 
major share of the population’s membership affiliations (Mansfeldová et 
al. 2004, p. 101ff.). 
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Overall, figures for the voluntary sector in the new EU member coun-
tries have ref lected a low organizational density since the fall of commu-
nism. A project run by the Berlin Social Science Center (WZB) entitled 
“Consolidation of Democracy in Central and Eastern Europe”1 confirms 
that the ties between post-socialist populations and voluntary associations 
have loosened considerably within the last decade. However, this loosen-
ing of ties need not necessarily be seen as leading to a demise of civil soci-
ety in the countries in question: it might, in fact, be better seen as indicat-
ing a process of normalisation. A closer look at the organizational ties in 
civil society reveals that between 1900 and 2001, political parties and the 
trade unions accounted primarily for the decrease in membership affili-
ations. In other words, the decrease is associated with organizations that 
could be described as inherited from the socialist regime (Weßels, 2004, 
p. 177f.). As table 1 shows, if we leave trade union and political party mem-
bership out of the mix, membership density actually rose slightly in some 
of the countries.

Table 1:  Organization density of post-socialist societies, 1990/1991 and 
2000/2001 (in percent)

Organization density, 
all organizations

Organization density 
 without unions or parties

Change 
(1990-2000)

1990/1991 2000/2001 1990/1991 2000/2001 All

Czech Rep.* 76.1 51.9 60.1 47.4 -24.3

Slovakia* 77.2 57.9 60.2 49.6 -19.3
Hungary 49.3 33.8 20.4 27.2 -15.5
Poland 35.4 18.5 17.6 13.7 -16.9
Lithuania 42.8 27.2 21.2 25.3 -15.7
Latvia no data no data no data no data no data
Estonia 68.4 39.3 30.4 37.6 -29.1
Slovenia 63.1 61.5 47.8 52 -1.6

Source: Adapted from Weßels (2004, p. 178). 
Data source: PCP Surveys I and II (Cooperation project ‘The Post Communist Publics’ 
of the WZB and others). 
* Entries for 1990/1991 show data for the Czech and Slovakian sections of the CSFR. 

Nonetheless, present-day civil societies in the post-socialist states are rel-
atively weak in structural terms. This is linked to the fact that, in most 
of the countries, the average number of membership affiliations per citi-
zen dropped in parallel with the numbers of members in voluntary asso-
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ciations. About one in two citizens in the new EU member states are no 
longer a member of any voluntary association (Howard, 2003). The num-
ber of people who are members of more than one organization has also 
decreased considerably. 

As several surveys in the civil society sector in East Central Europe have 
shown, (e.g. Pickel & Jacobs, 2001; Ultram & Plasser, 2003), the association 
sector in this region has been undergoing a far-reaching transformation in 
recent years. There is no indication that this process is complete: internal 
restructuring of the civil society sector is likely to continue.

 Civic engagement in East Central Europe 

Along with organization density, engagement is an important indicator 
for the assessment of civil society. It stands to reason that civil societies are 
directly dependent on their citizens’ political and social participation. A 
civil society that underpins a country’s democracy is inconceivable in the 
absence of active engagement on the part of its citizens. 

Engagement and participation can manifest themselves in a variety of 
ways: they can take private or public, institutionalised or non-institution-
alised forms (Weßels, 2004, p. 189). One form of institutionalised polit-
ical participation, for example, is participation by the citizenry in elec-
tions. In general, election participation is considerably lower throughout 
East Central Europe than it is in the West European countries (Neller & 
van Deth, 2006).

Participation is not expressed in election turnouts alone, however. Thus 
the study ‘Consolidation of Democracy in Central and Eastern Europe’ 
developed other indicators with which to investigate post-socialist societ-
ies. Some of these indicators relate to private forms (reading newspapers, 
discussing politics, trying to persuade friends to adopt one’s own views); 
some to public (non-institutionalised) forms (working with people in the 
community on political issues, attending a political meeting or rally, con-
tacting politicians, working for a political party). The picture the survey 
results present of the post-socialist states is a quite homogenous one: a solid 
70% of respondents assessed themselves as being more or less interested in 
politics, meaning they take part in political discussions with people they 
know and keep themselves informed about political processes on a regu-
lar basis (Weßels, 2004, p. 191). Far less widespread are non-institution-
alised forms of political engagement. In 2001 only a very small portion of 
the population reported attending political meetings or rallies. While in 
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1989/90 the populations of most of the socialist transformation states pro-
vided broad support to the opposition movement, public engagement there 
now is at a very low level. Particularly troubling in this respect is the fact 
that it is above all the 18-30 age group reporting fairly low levels of civic 
engagement. The results of the second wave of the European Social Sur-
veys (ESS) conducted in 20042 confirm this finding: the levels of all forms 
of political participation in East Central Europe are distinctly lower than 
those in the West European countries (Neller & van Deth, 2006, p. 32ff.).

This also applies to support for the engagement of others in the form of 
donations or the provision of financial resources, e.g. establishing a foun-
dation. The data available on philanthropy are not such as would permit 
comparisons beyond a very limited extent. In this area again, though, will-
ingness to give is less pronounced in post-socialist populations compared to 
that in established democracies (Priller & Sommerfeld, 2005). This holds 
true whether one looks at absolute amounts of donations or at donations as 
a share of income. In summary, unlike in Western countries, citizen par-
ticipation is at a low level in post-socialist countries, whether measured in 
the form of meeting attendance, volunteer work or the giving of donations. 
Where do the causes of this phenomenon lie? 

Structural characteristics specific to post-socialist civil 
 societies 

In his study on the structural characteristics specific to post-socialist coun-
tries, Marc Howard (2003) concludes that a whole set of factors can be 
put forth to explain this pattern of civil society development in East Cen-
tral Europe. The comparatively low level of political participation and the 
decreasing membership of voluntary associations can, he believes, be char-
acterised as the result of the persistence of family and friendship networks. 
Networks of this kind, Howard notes, played a far more important role 
for the individual in socialist daily life than was the case in democratic 
societies, in which the sphere of associations was not restricted. Since any 
nascent pluralism was stamped out at the first sign of its appearance, the vast 
majority of the population adopted a passive, neutral position vis-à-vis the 
regime and withdrew into the private sphere, which was free for the most 
part from interference by the regime (Mansfeldová & Szabó, 2000, p. 97). 
There, free speech was possible; there, people were willing to engage.

The great importance of family and friendship networks for people in 
socialist societies also rested on their usefulness in daily economic life. 
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In recent years, these private structures have largely proven to be per-
sistent. On the basis of in-depth interviews conducted in Russia and East 
Germany, Howard (2003) has shown that friendship networks, though 
they did loosen during the transformation process, continue to be a cen-
tral point of reference in daily life, whereas experiencing community in 
free associations, with what are initially complete strangers, plays a very 
minor role. This also explains the low level of social trust in organizations 
in post-socialist societies. A large proportion of post-socialist society can-
not envisage any advantage in membership of a voluntary association. That 
would entail bowing to statutes and the decisions of the majority, paying 
membership fees and cooperating with people whose company they might 
not even value. In brief: no advantages over social ties are ascribed to vol-
untary associations. It seems plausible that these findings could be pro-
jected onto the other new EU member countries. 

The second explanation for the low level of participation in voluntary 
associations is the high degree of mistrust of any kind of formal organiza-
tion, even one of a voluntary nature. This is also a legacy from the social-
ist past, during which most people were involved in many organizations – 
ranging from trade unions to youth clubs to women’s groups. Membership 
of these organizations was often less than voluntary however. In many cases 
it ensured personal advantages; career opportunities were often  associated 
with membership of state-socialist aligned organizations. As a result, many 
citizens saw themselves as being compelled to be members of these organi-
zations. Only in the case of less political associations, such as hobby- or lei-
sure-oriented clubs, was membership genuinely voluntary, but even these 
organizations were subject to state control (Mansfeldová et al., 2004). 

It is not surprising, therefore, that leisure-oriented associations are by 
far the more popular choices in post-socialist societies, while political and 
social organizations are met with suspicion. Observers have found that 
even new voluntary associations are frequently equated with the commu-
nist mass organizations. Thus, overall, voluntary associations are associ-
ated with a relatively low level of legitimacy in the eyes of the post-social-
ist population. Moreover, the public’s initial mistrust has been reinforced 
by a series of corruption scandals involving the representatives of volun-
tary associations (Salamon & Anheier, 1999, p. 32). Lack of transparency in 
the connections between socialist successor organizations and state ‘wel-
fare production’ is another factor further reinforcing mistrust (Frič, 2001, 
p. 16). Only a few voluntary associations enjoy a high level of trust; others 
still have quite a way to go before gaining the acceptance of the population. 
Meanwhile, the task of integrating into powerful umbrella organizations 
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poses another problem for the civil society organizations themselves. In 
general, one can detect a resistance vis-à-vis umbrella organizations, which 
are frequently seen as curtailing independence and rejected for that reason. 

The decreasing level of trust that post-socialist societies place in political 
institutions is another factor which explains the structural characteristics 
specific to post-socialist civil societies. This tendency is due in part to the 
general mistrust of the state, which in socialism was associated with largely 
negative experiences (Howard, 2003, p. 43). The decreasing level of trust 
in the state is also closely linked with disappointment in government ser-
vices. Albert Hirschman (1982), in his groundbreaking study Engagement 
und Enttäuschung [Engagement and Disappointment], notes that civil soci-
ety engagement is tied to economic development. Hirschman ascertained 
that the individual’s disappointment over economic development leads to 
diminishing engagement for the community. Surveys on political culture 
in East Central Europe, including the ‘Eurobarometer’ 3, have shown that 
satisfaction with policy results has fallen considerably in nearly all of the 
countries under discussion. In view of the economic development of these 
countries, this is only understandable up to a point. Unemployment has 
stabilised at a high level, and the countries experienced economic crisis in 
the second half of the 1990s. On the whole, though, the transformation of 
the economic system in the new European Union (EU) member states was 
fairly successful in comparison to other states undergoing transformation. 
Despite this, surveys show that the degree of disappointment in political 
and economic developments is high. The very high level of the expecta-
tions held in post-socialist societies may explain this. Large sections of the 
socialist population euphorically welcomed the notion of a liberal-demo-
cratic system of government, associating with it a guarantee of economic 
success. At the same time, citizens of post-socialist societies place high 
demands on the state, particularly in the area of welfare services (Freise & 
Zimmer, 2004). Since the state is not capable of satisfying these demands, 
it is not surprising to see a high level of disappointment in the system, and 
with it decreasing civil society engagement. 

The low level of civil engagement relative to Western Europe can also 
be described as a legitimacy deficit associated with civil society organiza-
tions and activities. This legitimacy deficit is expressed in many areas – 
though not to the same extent in all the new EU countries – including in 
the relationship between the state and civil society actors (Frič, 2004). As 
previously stated, civil society opposition reached a peak in all of the coun-
tries in 1989/90. As soon as the new constitutions came into force, and 
with them the guarantee of the rights of association, the civil society sector 
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experienced a genuine boom in associations. At first, new political elites, 
who themselves were drawn to no small extent from opposition groups, 
viewed these developments with benevolence (Glenn, 2001). However, 
this early benevolence on the part of state institutions waned as the elected 
constitutional bodies grappled with the difficult tasks of economic and 
social restructuring (Frič, 2004, p. 218). The euphoria associated with the 
organization boom of the first years lessened considerably, and many cit-
izens began to evince an increasing indifference to public problems and 
retreated once again to the private sphere (Mansfeldová & Szabó, 2000, 
p. 105). Meanwhile, the government began to take up a relatively “chilly, 
reserved attitude” (Frič, 2004, p. 223) toward the sector and its organiza-
tions. This occurred against the backdrop of an increasing tendency to 
question the legitimacy of civil society organizations, whose inf luence, it 
was thought, should be curtailed due to their lack of an electoral mandate. 
Moreover, a distinct statism has remained in many post-socialist ministe-
rial bureaucracies, making them slow to absorb new kinds of governance 
concepts. Thus the democratic institutionalisation and consolidation that 
started in the mid-1990s ushered in a problematic period for civil soci-
ety. This was a period that contemporaries described as a “phase of uncer-
tainty” (Frič, 2004). Be that as it may, one must acknowledge that very 
innovative fiscal legislation providing for sustainable financing for the civil 
society sector was developed in some new member states (Bullian, 2004).

Nonetheless, in principal one can identify two problem levels that can be 
used to describe the state vs. civil society relationship in the post- socialist 
transformation process. The new political elites faced a difficult challenge: 
to make civil society engagement possible in the first place by provid-
ing an adequate legislative framework, while at the same time not allow-
ing a strong civil society to cast doubt on the legitimacy of democratically 
elected institutions. Those same political elites were faced with the task of 
restructuring civil society cooperation in the performance of government 
functions, a task which was rendered particularly urgent and important 
through the reform of the extensive socialist-style welfare state. The out-
comes make it evident that the countries of East Central Europe took quite 
different approaches to transferring services to non-profit organizations 
(Freise & Zimmer, 2004). Quite another picture is presented with respect 
to the involvement of civil society organizations in policy formulation. 
Many governments and legis latures have a fairly negative attitude toward 
such involvement. This can be explained to no small degree by the lack of 
or inadequacy of umbrella organ ization structures for civil society associa-
tions in these countries, which is typical of post-authoritarian states (Frič, 
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2004). While joint action against the old regime took priority in the early 
days, once the system had successfully be changed, a fundamental dilemma 
of pluralism became obvious: while the coexistence of a variety of inter-
ests, views and lifestyles is constitutive for liberal democracies, a civil soci-
ety must not grow too diffuse if it wants to inf luence policy (Lauth, 1999). 
In the countries of East Central Europe, this difficult balancing act has not 
yet been completely achieved. 

Outlook

Looking back, one can confirm neither the optimistic expectations of Guill-
ermo O’Donnell und Philippe Schmitter (1986, p. 49), who predicted explo-
sive growth in civil society engagement by the population in the period after 
the collapse of the socialist systems in East Central Europe, nor the very pes-
simistic scenario described by Ralf Dahrendorf (1990), who saw the post-so-
cialist societies as so damaged that it would take three generations before 
democracy-supporting civil society could be re-established there. 

Nonetheless, the comparatively weak civil societies must be characterised 
as troubling with respect to the further democratic development of East Cen-
tral Europe and the European Union: after all, it is voluntary associations, 
as the institutionalised heart of civil society, which are commonly thought 
to present the opportunity for citizens to practice democratic behaviour, to 
recruit and socialise political elites, to offer a forum for extra-parliamentary 
opposition and to generate social capital as Putnam (2000) defines it; it is vol-
untary associations that are thought to be a necessary prerequisite for vibrant 
democracies. Thus far, measures intended to promote civil society engage-
ment have met with only moderate success at best (Freise, 2004). Thus, it is 
highly desirable that more attention be drawn to civil society’s role as the 
key to a successful democratic consolidation. Initiatives such as the Coun-
cil of Europe’s Forum for the Future of Democracy 4, set up in 2005, which 
collects and documents best-practice examples of national engagement pol-
icies, could make an important contribution to that end. 

Translated from the German by Alison Borrowman.

This text was originally published as “Vom Boom zur Konsolidierung: Zivilge-
sellschaftliche Entwicklungslinien in Ostmitteleuropa” in Politik im Netz. Online 
edition, 09, 2006.

Matthias Freise is Academic Director and Senior Lecturer at the Institute of 
 Political Science, University of Muenster (WWU).
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Armenian civil society:  
it’s not all about NGOs

Introduction

When discussing contemporary Armenian civil society, it is important to 
distinguish between two interconnected yet very distinct types of actors: 
the non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and the civic activists. Civic 
activism in Armenia is a relatively new phenomenon; it is distinct from 
the “NGO approach” in a number of ways. Civic activist groups maintain 
minimal levels of formal organization and explicitly reject foreign funding. 
Largely confined to Yerevan, consisting mostly of young educated peo-
ple, the so-called “civic initiatives” have registered a number of successes 
since 2009 despite low numbers of participants. Civic activism seems to be 
the arena where civil society is able to overcome the post-communist syn-
drome of disengagement, but it remains to be seen if civic activism will 
gain momentum and engage more people.

This article discusses these two dimensions of Armenian civil society: 
the NGO sector and civic activism, describing the current situation and 
the main strengths and weaknesses of both. It first looks at the NGO sector 
in Armenia today, highlighting some of its achievements and main chal-
lenges. After that, civic activism, as the new component of the Armenian 
civil society, is described, focusing on how it is different from the NGO 
sector. In the conclusion some observations are offered as to how these 
two elements of Armenian civil society can (and sometimes do) comple-
ment each other.

The Armenian NGO sector

Since independence, Armenia has witnessed rapid growth of its NGO sec-
tor, but the exact numbers of truly functioning organizations have remained 
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elusive. As of June 2014, there were 3,981 officially registered NGOs. The 
most recent research estimates that most of these exist on paper only, with 
some 500 to 800 NGOs actually operating in the country (Paturyan & 
Gevorgyan, 2014). Focusing on those NGOs that do operate, it is clear that 
the Armenian NGO sector has by now achieved a fairly good level of insti-
tutionalisation. Many organizations have overcome the “one-person show” 
problem, when their founding leaders dominate. Roughly two-thirds of 
actively functioning organizations have undergone leadership changes and, 
interestingly enough, are doing slightly better than those run by their old 
founding presidents in at least one aspect: they tend to attract more grants per 
year (Paturyan and Gevorgyan 2014). Most surveyed NGOs exhibit fairly 
well-developed organizational structures: they have staff, volunteers and 
basic decision-making bodies in place, as table 1 and table 2 demonstrate.

Table 1: “Does Your Organization Have …” (yes answers)

N %

President 182 97
Board 146 78
General assembly 137 73
Accountant/financial manager/cashier 129 69
Working groups 114 61
Secretary 82 44
Executive director 68 36

Source: TCPA ASCN Organizational Survey of NGOs.

Table 2: Number of Paid Staff and Volunteers in Organizations

Number of staff/ 
volunteers

% of NGOs that have  
x staff

% of NGOs that have  
x volunteers

0 37 10
1-5 26 29
6-20 22 28

21-30 6 13
31 and more 9 19

Total 100 100
N 188 188

Mean 11 58
Median 3 8

Source: TCPA ASCN Organizational Survey of NGOs.
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However, the Armenian NGO sector faces the typical problems of 
post-communist development.1 These problems can be divided into two 
broad categories. The first category relates to individual attitudes and 
behaviour of citizens: disdain towards volunteering, distrust towards asso-
ciations, and low membership of associations. These are mostly a legacy 
of communism (Howard 2003), under which people were forced to join 
organizations and “volunteer” on a regular basis. The second category of 
problems faced by NGOs in post-communist countries has to do with the 
rapid donor-driven development of the NGOs after the disintegration of 
the Soviet Union. The manifold challenges of regime transitions, often 
accompanied with economic collapse, created demand for social action, 
while generous international donor support boosted supply. This process 
led to a mushrooming of NGOs that were heavily dependent on exter-
nal donors. While this inf lux of funds helped to establish a vibrant NGO 
sector, it created a set of constraints that NGOs currently struggle with. 
If international developmental aid is withdrawn, most NGOs have only 
questionable organizational sustainability. More importantly, the legiti-
macy of civil society organizations to represent local voices is often dis-
puted on the grounds that many NGOs are funded from abroad.

Figure 1: Trust Towards NGOs: NGOs’ Estimate vs. Public Opinion
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The level of public trust towards NGOs is low and declining, but NGOs 
do not seem to be aware of it. They overestimate public trust towards 
them, as can be seen from Figure 1. Participants in an organizational sur-
vey were asked to estimate public trust towards NGOs, replicating a Cau-
casus Barometer question in a study conducted by the Turpanjian Cen-
ter for Policy Analysis (TCPA) within a research project funded by the 
Academic Swiss Caucasus Net. The comparison with public opinion data 
clearly shows that NGOs overestimate the amount of trust towards them. 
According to Caucasus Barometer 2013, one-fifth of the Armenian popula-
tion fully distrusts NGOs, yet NGOs themselves are not aware of this neg-
ative attitude. NGOs also clearly exaggerate the percentage of people with 
moderate levels of trust: while only 15 percent of the Armenian popula-
tion somewhat trusts NGOs, NGOs estimate that percentage to be around 
43 percent. This is yet another example of the sector’s detachment from the 
broader public.

Civic initiatives

An important new development in Armenia is the recent rise of a new type 
of activity called “civic initiatives.” These are various grassroots issue-ori-
ented groups of individual activists united around a common, often very 
specific, cause (preventing construction in a public park, preserving an 
architecturally valuable building, protesting against a new mine, among 
others). Usually, civic initiatives are small in numbers and are often con-
fined to Yerevan, or spearheaded from Yerevan, if a regional environmen-
tal issue is at stake. The core activists are young educated people; they use 
social media to organize and to spread information regarding their activ-
ities. These new forms of civic participation have emerged since about 
2007, and have registered a number of victories since then. Examples are 
preserving an old open-air cinema amphitheatre (Kino Moskva) set to be 
demolished (in 2010), preventing a hydropower station from being con-
structed at a scenic waterfall site (Trchkan in 2011), and the most recent 
mass protests against a mandatory component of a pension reform in 2014.2 
There are also examples of failures despite mobilisation, or of inability to 
sustain momentum.

In their report, Ishkanian et al. (2013) list a total of 31 civic initiatives 
for the period 2007-2013. Of these, seven were resolved positively (i.e. 
the activists achieved their aim), four were resolved negatively, six were 
abandoned and the rest were continuing. Since then, the TCPA team has 
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updated the table, adding two new initiatives and checking the status of 
ongoing initiatives. Table 3 presents the most recent snapshot of civic ini-
tiatives in Armenia. It is worth highlighting that nine out of 33 cases, i.e. 
more than a quarter of issues taken up by the activists, were resolved posi-
tively. Given their small numbers, the overall apathy of the population and 
lack of cooperative culture on behalf of the government, this is not a small 
achievement on behalf of the activists.

Table 3: Outcomes of Various Civic Initiatives, 2007-2014

Outcome Number of initiatives

Resolved positively 9
Resolved negatively 4
Abandoned 7
Continuing 13
Total 33

Source: Current TCPA ASCN Research Project.

Civic initiatives are distinctly different from NGOs. First and foremost, 
activists engaged in these initiatives explicitly refuse any foreign funding. 
They do not want to risk de-legitimisation in the eyes of the public and 
government officials by accepting funding from international development 
organizations and thereby becoming accountable to a force that ultimately 
lies outside of Armenia. They believe that relying on foreign funding (in 
some cases on any funding except voluntary labour and personal contri-
butions) would diminish their ability to speak on behalf of themselves and 
those people affected by decisions they attempt to overrun. Another dif-
ference is a strong preference for maintaining organizational structures at a 
minimum and avoiding hierarchies, thereby encouraging a “participatory 
democracy” style of self-organization that can tap into the creative energies 
of all people involved and create experiences of empowerment and owner-
ship. On the negative side, such structures are hard to maintain on a large 
scale and over extended periods of time. Institutionalisation does not hap-
pen; groups are at a constant risk of “petering out” if participants become 
disillusioned, busy, interested in something else, and so on.

Several other weaknesses of civic activism can be noted here. Most civic 
initiatives are reactions to government decisions or events, rather than 
pro-active goals of changing the Armenian reality. Many activists position 
themselves as “outside of politics,” although some of the issues they raise 
are inherently political, such as the opposition to the government-proposed 
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pension reform. The rejection of politics also means a rejection of politi-
cal players, such as the opposition political parties, who could be valuable 
allies in many cases.

Conclusion and discussion

Armenian civil society has undergone some development since the collapse 
of the Soviet Union. The NGO sector of civil society is consolidated and 
fairly well developed. It is, however, detached from the broader society and 
is largely donor-driven. In that sense, Armenian civil society still suffers 
from the typical post-communist “weakness” in Howard’s (2003) terms.

Focusing on NGOs when talking about civil society in a post-commu-
nist context is somewhat ironic, since the concept of civil society was pop-
ularised in the late 1980s, referring to mass mobilisation and social move-
ments that challenged the communist regimes of the respective countries. 
As those lost momentum, NGOs came to replace them as the main “sub-
stance” of civil society. Empowered mostly through foreign development 
aid, rather than grassroots involvement, NGOs perform a wide range of 
tasks, from humanitarian assistance to advocacy, but fail to attract most 
Armenians’ trust or interest in their cause. An entirely new development is 
the rise of civic activism of a novel type: case-focused, largely spontaneous, 
mostly driven by youth, and powered by social media.

Each of these two elements of civil society has its strengths and weak-
nesses. They could complement each other. For example, NGOs could 
offer their expertise to the activist groups, while the civic initiatives could 
energise NGOs and provide the much needed link to the public. There is 
plenty of evidence of NGO members actively participating in civic initia-
tives as individuals. NGOs as organizations have so far remained behind 
the scenes, whether intentionally or unintentionally.

Spearheaded by young activists, often acting outside of the formal NGO 
format, Armenian civil society has recently registered several victories in 
overriding unfavourable governmental decisions and in voicing mount-
ing public concerns. These examples are sources of inspiration and opti-
mism for those engaged with Armenian civil society. The challenge for 
civil society actors now is to learn and multiply these positive experiences, 
while being more self-ref lective and thoughtful in attracting citizens, in 
addition to attracting grants.
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 1 This article discusses “internal” problems of civil society, rather than the “external” 
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lack of political avenues of representation, and so on.

 2 The reform has been delayed and re-formulated and the mandatory component was 
dropped (at least for the time being). The prime minister resigned from his post. 
Although officially, the resignation had nothing to do with the opposition to the 
pension reform, many believe that widespread public discontent with the proposed 
reform was at least partially the reason for the resignation.
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Civil society in Azerbaijan:  
testing alternative theories

Introduction

One of the biggest challenges participants in the political and public dis-
cussions face in the course of dealing with civil society in the post-Soviet 
context is defining the very concept of civil society. This problem is not 
unique to post-communist political and social debate, but has been a uni-
versal concern to the extent that some scholars simply refused to define it.

When we refer to Post-Soviet civil society and try to define it, it is 
important to be aware of several important aspects of the problem. The first 
question that should, perhaps, be asked in this regard is: “Who is defining 
it?” Depending on the answer to this question, we would be able to shed 
more light on “which civil society” is the object of the discussion.

Firstly, there is a civil society of those people who believe that they are civil 
society. This is the (loose) group of people who are represented in various 
voluntary associations and institutions, but not only there.  Intellectuals, 
academics, journalists, activists, politicians, human rights defenders and 
some other categories of individuals may consider themselves as represen-
tatives of civil society.

However, it is important to stress that the tendency in the post-Soviet 
context has been to equate civil society to the pool of NGOs (sometimes 
even one man NGOs) existing in that particular country. It seems that this 
has become an unexpected (or unintentional) consequence of the coopera-
tion between the so-called international community (governments, inter-
national organizations, donors etc.) and various autonomous groups inside 
post-Soviet countries.

Consequently, another civil society exists – which consists of external 
governments and donors. External governments and donors have regarded 
civil society as being a concept that is a function of something else, e.g., 
an independent community of free associations checking the power of 
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the government and advancing democracy. Certainly, here we are talking 
mostly about western external actors, whose agenda of democratisation 
seemed to be central to the discourse of the civil society, and which is not 
equally relevant for other external actors in the region (Russia, Iran, Tur-
key) whose policies towards civil society have differed from those of the 
west.

The national state and national government are other actors, who regard 
civil society as an object of their policies and political action. Many newly 
independent states have thought of civil society not necessarily as a coun-
terweight to state power, but as being an integral part of the state: they 
have regarded civil society institutions as complementing public institu-
tions, rather than criticising and undermining them. Therefore, in more 
authoritarian formats the state tries to co-opt civil society into the realm 
of its control and governance. Domrin suggests that:

“In the Russian interpretation, civil society cannot be established at the 
state’s expense. The state is responsible for maintaining social justice in 
the country and approximately equal levels of material wealth for its cit-
izens. With its protective foreign and defence policy, the state exercises 
its role as the ultimate guarantor of the existence of civil society and the 
Nation” (Domrin, 2003, p. 201).

Therefore, an important point follows here: although external donors and 
national states have seemingly different goals and agendas (democracy pro-
motion versus state-building) both of them regard the concept and realm 
of civil society as being a function of their end goal: of building democ-
racy or building the state. Hence, the relevance of the Gramscian approach, 
which claims that civil society is an area of hegemony.

In this article, I will try to explain how these various actors and con-
cepts interact in the public sphere in Azerbaijan, and to challenge some 
of the basic notions of the liberal-democratic (Tocquevillean) approach 
towards civil society. Before that, let us look into two various paradigms 
of analysing civil society. The first one is Tocquevillean, which dominated 
the discourse of civil society in the post-communist world. Tocqueville-
anism has become basically a replacement for communism, since every-
body, including former communists, advocated it initially. The second one 
is the Gramscian theory of civil society, which has not been systematically 
applied to the post-Soviet context, meaning that there have been no major 
studies using this framework.
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The Tocquevillean and Gramscian concepts of civil society

With the demise of communism and the advance of liberal democracy in 
the post-Cold War period, concepts started to change (or to emerge), and 
new approaches to the phenomenon and concept of civil society began to 
gain urgency. The new vision of civil society was a Tocquevillean one, 
meaning the new leaders believed and promoted associational life, and 
thought it will be a good solution to many inherited ills. The new lib-
eral-democratic elites conceived of civil society as being an almost inde-
pendent actor to counterbalance state power. Civil society has become a 
generic term for active institutions different from the ruling elite/party 
and opposition. It also became known as the Third Sector, highlighting 
the range of organizations that belonged neither to the public/state sector 
nor to the private sector.

Historically, this understanding of civil society emerged during the 
course of several stages within the communist world, and is believed to 
be linked to three major crises of communism and related dissident move-
ments: the Hungarian Revolution of 1956, the Prague Spring of 1968, and 
the Polish Solidarnost movement of 1980-81 (Rupnik, 1999). As an old 
Azerbaijani dissident scholar once said: “after Prague we all realised that 
there was no way back.” It is this dissident, oppositionist, anti-statist nature 
of the concept, as well as the corresponding reality to it, which has shaped 
what we have come to label as civil society, including our understanding 
and perception of it today. This civil society has a political spirit, a politi-
cal ambition.

The Gramscian understanding of civil society not only differs from the 
perspective described above but also gives us a unique and creative ana-
lytical framework. According to Gramsci, civil society is not an area of 
freedom, but an area of hegemony. Political society (the state) is always in 
competition with various political and social groups to exert hegemony over 
civil society. Hegemony is non-coercive and non-physical: it is about the 
consent of the ruled to the state. In this regard, civil society, meaning all 
sorts of associations, including churches, schools, professional associations 
and, sometimes, political parties, is the target of the state and other politi-
cal groups. No authority can survive without relying on those institutions, 
without hegemony over civil society.
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The Gramscian perspective on Azerbaijani civil society

The struggle over civil society (in the Gramscian sense) began in the early 
1990s in Azerbaijan. Mainly, it was two political forces that started the 
fight for control of civil society: the old Soviet nomenklatura and the new 
emerging liberal-democratic political forces and networks.

Using the examples of religion, education, professional unions and NGOs, 
I will look into how the contesting forces were fighting for these areas.
•	 Religion: Religious liberalisation during the early 1990s increased the 

number of religious organizations, a development which made newly 
established post-Soviet regimes feel vulnerable vis-à-vis such formida-
ble popular beliefs. Thus, the second half of the 1990s through to the 
2000s became a period when states used their administrative appara-
tus to make the lives of religious organizations difficult. Complicated 
(as well as unclear) registration procedures, requirements for re-regis-
tration, arbitrary de-registrations and bans became typical for almost all 
post-Soviet regimes (Safronov, 2013, p. 204). In Azerbaijan, through-
out the 1990s and 2000s, the Islamic Party was banned, religious com-
munities were dismantled, and several mosques were even demolished. 
The government has tightly regulated the spread of religious literature. 
Religiosity has started to be seen as a threat to the state. Religious lead-
ers have been jailed and now even secular oppositionists have begun to 
consider them as being political prisoners, a development which was not 
the case before. Opposition parties also used religious rhetoric to gain 
support among believers. Some political party leaders even attended the 
Hajj pilgrimage in order to add to their reputation among Muslims. 
On the other hand, the government invested considerable amounts into 
building new mosques and restoring old ones in Baku and other places 
in Azerbaijan.

•	 Education: In education, for the old elites, the new academia, concen-
trated in and around independent universities, research centres, jour-
nals etc., and backed by foreign embassies and international organiza-
tions, was a powerful competitor in the struggle to inf luence society 
(Gapova, 2009, p. 278). It was important for the old elites to bring up 
the young generation within the frames of conservative, patriarchal val-
ues and make them respect the authority and live in line with the offi-
cial ideology of Azerbaijanism and national moral values (milli m vi d y
rl r). Part of the control over the students was exercised through admin-
istrative means, e.g. university deans and administrators instructed stu-
dents not to attend the opposition’s meetings and, in general, refrain 
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from oppositional activity or rhetoric. On the other hand, political and 
social forces outside of the ruling elite used a variety of non-formal edu-
cation platforms (political parties, NGOs, youth movements) to edu-
cate youth in their own values of western principles in order to support 
democracy and advocate openness, transparency and greater freedom. 
Azad Fikir Universiteti (Free Thought University), run by a civic group 
called OL!, was one of the most successful non-formal education proj-
ects before being shut down in 2013.

•	 Professional associations: All types of professional association, called 
profsoyuzy (h mkarlar ittifaqları in Azerbaijani) during the Soviet period, 
remain under the strict control of the government. Most of them are 
public; private ones are almost non-existent. The Azerbaijani Confed-
eration of Professional Unions is a public structure which unites all 
official professional unions in every civil service institution, which are 
in turn highly formal and pseudo-representative bodies.  
Some of the privately initiated professional unions such as the Karabakh 
Veterans Public Union (established in 2002 and led by Etimad Asadov) 
and the Azerbaijani Employers’ Confederation (1999) were active at the 
beginning, but were weakened or co-opted by the government.

•	 NGOs: NGOs emerged in the 1990s and survived mostly because of 
Western financial support. There have been few domestic donors for 
NGOs and they relied almost completely on western funding, a circum-
stance that made them highly vulnerable vis-à-vis the authorities. The 
government’s policy has gradually shifted towards estranging and tar-
geting NGOs as foreign agents which undermine the state.  
Legislation was also adapted in order to obstruct easy financial f lows to 
NGOs. Another strategy was to inundate the NGO sphere with GON-
GOs (government NGOs) in order to counter the ideological inf luence 
of their opponents. The irony of the situation was that Western funded 
NGOs would label themselves as “independent,” while they were 
totally dependent on funds coming from other governments.  
Part of the government’s strategy was to finance NGOs, and in 2007 the 
president signed a decree to establish the State Council on Support for 
NGOs. The strong argument behind it was: “If western governments 
believe it is good to finance NGOs, we should do it ourselves.”
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Conclusion

More than twenty years of Azerbaijani independence and civil society devel-
opment have largely been assessed from a liberal-democratic or Tocquevil-
lean perspective. In this short paper, we attempted to take a different view.

The notion of civil society as an area of hegemony of contesting political 
forces offers a different vision, which is to realise that the story of an “evil 
state” and “benign civil society” was an oversimplification. The Grams-
cian approach offers the perspective of an ideological and cultural strug-
gle of various groups that exclude each other and have very little consen-
sus on what the state of affairs in the country should look like. Certainly, 
it is also the struggle between old and new. However, many of the “new 
forces” also originate from the old environment.

One of the features of post-Soviet politics is that it is about the struggle 
of two types of people, groups and networks: those who want to preserve 
their positions and power, and the emerging class of other contestants who 
claim power, position and space within the new post-Soviet realm. In this 
context, liberalism versus statism is just an ideological part of the struggle.

Thus, when we look at Azerbaijani civil society from a Gramscian point 
of view, we see something else than if we were to at it from the liber-
al-democratic perspective. It seems that the ruling political forces won the 
struggle and established their hegemony over various elements of civil soci-
ety. In contrast, the opposing political and social forces seem to have lost 
it, and their inf luence over organized and associated groups in society has 
been dispersed. Political parties, activists, intellectuals etc. have little inf lu-
ence on universities, religion, and associations and other segments of civil 
society. The conservative, patriarchal culture promoted by the ruling elite 
has become more efficient and has resulted in the acceptance and consent 
of society, whereas the revisionist, reformist, revolutionary approach of the 
opposing political groups and individuals have little impact on the same 
society, which is also spoiled by widespread consumerism.

It seems that the old forces have won the ideological (or cultural) strug-
gle over the new ones, bringing their culture to dominate the public and 
private realms. Surely this is not an isolated game, since it is also part of 
the defeat of the western ideological stance in most of post-Soviet space.

It remains unclear when, and whether, the emerging new groups will 
exert hegemony over civil society in Azerbaijan, or at least be able to restart 
the competition over it. So far, the tendency has been towards the conser-
vative groups remaining in charge.
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Civic engagement via social media in 
 Georgia 

Introduction 

In recent years, there has been a dramatic rise in the popularity of social 
media in Georgia, which is manifested in the growing number of blog-
gers and social network users. One of the core advantages of social media 
is its ability to resist the monopolistic ownership of the communication 
infrastructure by the political elites, and to foster a high level of citizens’ 
engagement in socio-political processes. This strength also affects how 
power and visibility relate to each other. Social media serves to substan-
tially increase the leaders’ “mediated visibility,” forcing political leaders to 
appear in front of their audiences in a manner and scale that was impossi-
ble to achieve in the past. Some scholars believe that this ability has trans-
formed today’s political communication in its entirety (Negrine & Papa-
thanassopoulos, 2011). 

Notwithstanding the fact that politicians started to actively use this new 
information platform by setting up their own pages in social networks 
and engaging in various types of activities, such as web conferences, and 
that there are abundant streams of diverse political information circulating 
within social media, the rise of social media may not affect decision-mak-
ing at all. Consideration should be given to the fact that the new media 
user community is still limited, and even confined to a sort of “cyber sect,” 
which is predominantly inhabited by a small group of “digital natives” in 
countries like Georgia (Prensky, 2011). On the other hand, Peter Dahl-
gren’s argument that political life on the Internet alienates individuals from 
political life outside social networks has been repeatedly confirmed in real-
ity. Only a small proportion of the civic activities planned within social 
networks are implemented outside these networks in the real world. 

What can we say about civic engagement via social media in Geor-
gia and its inf luence on real-life socio-political activities? Below, I address 
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these questions based on both qualitative (40 in-depth interviews with 
media experts in Georgia, spring 2012) and quantitative (a nationwide 
representative survey with 1,000 Internet users in Georgia, autumn 2012) 
data. The survey was based on a three-stage cluster sampling and con-
ducted in the capital (Tbilisi) and Georgia’s six largest cities with the high-
est levels of Internet use (three in Eastern Georgia and three in Western 
Georgia). For the entire sample, the sampling error did not exceed 4%, 
with a 95% confidence interval. 

Goals and frequency of using the Internet 

Before discussing the Internet users’ engagement in online civic activities 
in Georgia, we will brief ly summarise their goals and how often they use 
the Internet. As the survey findings show, the frequency of Internet usage 
among the representative sample of Internet users is at least 4-5 hours per 
day for those under the age of 40 and at least 2-3 hours per day for users 
over the age of 40. No major variances were observed by sex, education 
and employment variables, which means that they barely have any effect 
on Internet usage frequency. 

Even a cursory look at the respondents’ answers demonstrates that the 
majority of Internet users, irrespective of socio-demographic variables, go 
online to interact with friends and acquaintances. This survey question 
targeted Internet usage in general rather than social networks specifically. 
The findings therefore lead us to conclude that for most of the Internet 
users in Georgia (around 70%), the Internet is associated with social net-
works and is predominantly limited to social interactions. The second most 
frequent reason for using the Internet by men is entertainment, while for 
women, it is checking the news. It turns out that almost twice as many men 
(47.2%) as women (24.1%) use the Internet for entertainment purposes.

The survey results show that Georgian users do not use the Internet 
to participate in civic activities, which are equally unpopular with both 
men and women (1.1% vs. 1.9%). This finding is one more indicator of the 
poorly developed level of civic culture in Georgia. 

An interesting divergence occurs between the patterns of actual social 
media use and the way that Georgian users view its core functions. Only 
32.3% of the respondents consider social interactions to be the core social 
media function in Georgia. 33.2% cite dissemination of alternative infor-
mation and 20.3% cite improvement of the population’s civic culture as 
its core functions. Thus, more than half of the respondents believe that 
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social media in Georgia contributes to democratic processes. The respon-
dents rarely equate desirable social media functions with actual usage as 
the research findings illustrate that 80% of Georgian users have never taken 
part in online civic activities. 

Social media vis-à-vis the political domain 

Despite this reality, the experts we interviewed still talk about social 
media’s rising impact on the political domain, which they mainly attribute 
to the growing numbers of Internet users, including social media users. 
The mere fact that there has been a growth in Internet use in recent years, 
and that Facebook is becoming more and more popular, encourages pol-
iticians to establish their presence in this space and to remind the socially 
networked segment of the constituency of their existence. It is most likely 
that state agencies and politicians create their Facebook profiles to estab-
lish their presence, gain exposure, and attract voters. However, the experts 
believe that such Facebook pages are almost identical to the traditional 
media products because they mostly display dry, “packaged” information, 
and are unable to create a discussion venue necessary for political com-
munication and for raising the level of society’s political culture. Apart 
from the Georgian Internet’s inability to stimulate discussions, experts 
describe a lack of differing and conf licting positions there. In their words, 
the online conferences organized by Georgian politicians are substantially 
similar to such events in the traditional media, since all manner of unde-
sirable questions are removed and it is impossible to voice differing opin-
ions (this was also demonstrated by the 2012 report on Electronic Engage-
ment in Georgia produced by the Institute for Development of Freedom 
of Information). Therefore, the experts conclude that neither the politi-
cians’ Facebook pages nor their web conferences generate interest among 
the electorate. 

Indeed, the quantitative data confirms this argument. In response to 
whether the respondents ever check the Georgian politicians’ Facebook 
pages, more than 2/3 cite that they never do (68.7%). The findings illus-
trate that most respondents (72.3%) have never followed web conferences 
organized by Georgian politicians. Even among those who did observe 
such events, only 2.5% were actively engaged and asked questions. Fur-
thermore, it turned out that more than half of the respondents do not read 
any electronic publications with political content. Hence the assumption 
that interest is low because the information available through social media 
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is often similar to that offered by traditional media outlets, especially tele-
vision, may apply to all types of political information. 

Participation in online civic activities 

What about user-initiated online civic activities in Georgia? Which 
activities are characterised by the highest involvement? To begin with, 
the nationwide survey reveals that 43.7% of the respondents have a posi-
tive attitude towards participation in civic activities online, as opposed to 
50.3% who have a negative attitude. Opinions therefore are rather pola-
rised. The findings are quite interesting with regard to age distribution, 
since the respondents aged 18-22 find it more acceptable to participate in 
protest actions compared to other age groups. This might be explained 
by the recent political developments, specifically those leading up to the 
October 1, 2012 elections, where the youth, especially students, were most 
active both online and off line. 

However, when asked about their personal engagement in civic activi-
ties, such as protest actions via social media, only 20% claim they have ever 
participated. Although social networks embolden users, and it is indeed eas-
ier to participate in civic activities online, the responses once again support 
our assumption that social media does not offer a platform for socio-po-
litical activities in Georgia. Civic activities via social media are at their 
height only during the pre-election periods or when certain socio-political 
issues come to the fore, resulting in the polarisation of society. This result 
is confirmed by the findings of the content- and discourse-analyses of the 
social blogs and electronic publications that we carried out semi-annually, 
which coincided with the pre-election and election periods. In terms of 
participating in civic activities, young people aged 18-22 are most actively 
engaged, with 34.4% taking part, while for other age groups, this figure is 
within the 15% range. The finding becomes even more robust when one 
takes into account education. 39.8% of the surveyed students claim that 
they have participated in online civic activities, considerably outnumber-
ing the respondents with secondary and higher education (9.8% and 19.2% 
respectively). 

In response to a question as to which online civic activities our respon-
dents have participated in, it turned out that they were most active in voic-
ing political protest (59.4%), which is quite interesting in light of the gen-
der distribution of the results. Men tend to voice political protest more 
often than women, whereas both men and women are almost equally 
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active in participating in human rights protection and cultural activities, 
with women taking a slight lead. An interesting pattern is observed when 
examining the findings by age distribution. The respondents of both sexes 
below 30 are almost equally active in various online civic activities, be it 
voicing political protest, protecting human rights, or cultural activities. 
As for the respondents above 30, they predominantly voice political pro-
test. However, keeping in mind that these conclusions are derived from 
that small portion (20%) of the population which has participated in civic 
activities online, they seem rather insignificant. 

The interviewed experts note that although the scale and frequency of 
civic activities via social media in Georgia is rather modest, it is gradually 
rising along with the overall use of social media, which is increasing its 
inf luence on citizens’ social and political activities. Tbilisi State Univer-
sity provides a good example of an activity planned in the social networks: 
hundreds of students gathered to rally after several students were attacked 
by local government representatives, and the resulting video was actively 
circulated in the social networks. The same thing happened after the May 
26 (Independence Day) violence, when many people rallied to protest 
within 24 hours. The experts also recalled an incident when the Ministry 
of Environment announced a competition and several bloggers uploaded 
photos showing how Kikvidze Garden was being logged, which resonated 
with many people. Further well-known examples include protests planned 
via Facebook just before the October 2012 elections (which ultimately 
resulted in the change of government), the online petition signed by sev-
eral thousand people after the May 17, 2013 campaign against homopho-
bia was physically attacked, as well as the recent online campaign against 
razing Vake Park. 

Conclusion 

Despite these facts, according to many experts, most of the civic activities 
do not go beyond the social networks and do not really affect Georgian 
reality. They note that there have been frequent Facebook “outbreaks” 
focused on certain events, but without any tangible consequences, such as 
street rallies, circulating appeals or notices, etc. However, some argue that 
social media inf luences should not be measured solely by their real-life 
manifestations. Social media, like an electronic agora, captures society’s 
diverse points of view and acts as a conduit for community groups, which 
in the long run affects society’s worldview. It can therefore be inferred that 
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the existence of social media, notwithstanding its brief history in Geor-
gia, plays a certain role in the formation and reappraisal of political and 
socio-cultural values, including the development of civic culture. The 
transformations might not be fully visible, but they are in progress. 

This article was first published in the Caucasus Analytical Digest, 6162, 6-8 (2014), 
edited by Lia Tsuladze. 

Lia Tsuladze is Associate Professor of Sociology at Tbilisi State University,  Georgia. 
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Civil society in Ukraine: structure, 
 environment and developmental trends

The structure of Ukrainian civil society

In his book The Weakness of Civil Society in PostCommunist Europe, Marc 
Morjé Howard (2003) defines civil society as follows: “Civil society refers 
to the realm of organizations, groups, and associations that are formally 
established, legally protected, autonomously run, and voluntarily joined by 
ordinary citizens.” Broad though this spectrum is, it does not include spon-
taneous or ad hoc activities undertaken by members of the public.

Over the last ten years, discussion about civil society development in 
Ukraine has focused largely on the evolution of non-governmental organi-
zations (NGOs). There are a variety of reasons for this. First, several organ-
izations dropped out of sight after the collapse of the USSR, while others 
were largely discredited in the eyes of the population due to their associ-
ation with Soviet structures. Some organizations, trade unions in partic-
ular, did manage to survive but now have the reputation of having been 
co-opted by the ruling elite. (New trade unions have also formed, but 
these are not very inf luential as yet). Secondly, many NGOs have been 
created in Ukraine over the last 10 to 15 years with western support, and 
they are equated with civil society in the country in the minds of many, 
particularly outside Ukraine.

The focus of this article is also on NGOs, since the reports and other 
sources providing the basis for this analysis tend to focus on the NGO cat-
egory. Before proceeding though, I wish to emphasise that Ukrainian civil 
society is a complex phenomenon, encompassing more than the NGO 
sphere. While NGOs have become a fixed component of civil society in 
Ukraine, recent developments indicate that there is increasing scope for 
spontaneous actions and protests arranged at short notice to bring societal 
pressure to bear on political circles. It appears likely that the future char-
acter of Ukrainian civil society will be determined by a mix of both ad 
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hoc activities and a more systematic approach pursued by NGO and other 
civil society groupings.

The number of civil society organizations registered in Ukraine is on 
the rise, as is the number of people who staff them. These figures should 
be treated with caution, however. The Ukrainian NGO Counterpart Cre-
ative Center estimates that only 5-7% of registered organizations in the 
country are genuinely active, in the sense that they regularly carry out 
projects. Many of the NGOs are quite small (30 members or less), and quite 
a few do not even officially have members. Hence, Ukraine’s ‘third sector’ 
is fairly limited in size. Given that even the official data show a per capita 
participation in civil society organizations in Ukraine that is considerably 
lower than the EU average, it is safe to assume that the actual difference is 
substantially larger, though the EU undoubtedly also has its share of regis-
tered but inactive associations. On the other hand, Ukraine is quite active 
in the civil society sphere in comparison with its post-Soviet neighbours, 
such as the Republic of Moldova, Georgia and Armenia. With regard to 
the areas of NGO activity, almost one in two civil society organizations 
works on issues relating to children and/or young adults. Between 25% and 
30% describe themselves as active in one of the following: civic education, 
human rights, or social issues.

The regional breakdown of Ukrainian NGOs ref lects the centralised 
nature of the Ukrainian state. The vast majority of active organizations are 
concentrated in the capital, though a few other cities have also emerged as 
centres with substantial numbers of NGOs. After Kyiv, the most signifi-
cant centre is Lviv, followed by Zaporizhia and Odessa, each with around 
1,000 organizations. Thus civil society activity is definitely expanding 
geographically, although it is doing so fairly slowly. This slow pace is 
explained in part by the strategies of foreign donors, most of whom main-
tain offices only in the capital and find it more convenient to work with a 
small group of established NGOS, whose activities are also mainly set in 
Kyiv (see below for further discussion on this subject).

The political environment 

Certain incidents at the start of Viktor Yanukovych’s term in office sent 
out disturbing signals relating to the attitude of the political leadership 
to civil society actors. They suggested, for instance, that some Ukrainian 
political actors, like their Russian counterparts, were inclined to regard 
cooperation with the West in the civil society sector as a possible threat. 
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This interpretation is supported by the arrest of Nico Lange, then direc-
tor of the Ukrainian office of the Konrad Adenauer Stiftung, at Kyiv’s 
Boryspil Airport in June 2010, and the questioning of NGO staff who were 
carrying out projects financed by the International Renaissance Founda-
tion (IRF) by Ukrainian Security Service officers. The IRF was set up by 
George Soros, the (US) American investor, who still provides part of its 
funding. In addition, the political leadership under Yanukovych attempted 
and still attempts to repress any serious protest by various means. The treat-
ment of some of the organizers of the protest against the new tax code in 
autumn of 2010 illustrated this: after meeting with protesters, Yanukovych 
introduced some changes to the code. When the protests then failed to die 
down, the police removed the tents that opponents of the legislation had 
set up. Some of the main organizers were arrested on f limsy charges and 
had to serve prison terms.

There were some developments that were favourable for Ukrainian civil 
society at the legislative level, however. The most important of these is 
certainly the enactment of the Law on Associations of Citizens in March 
2012. That law, which did not take effect until the start of 2013, represents 
Ukraine’s response to international and internal pressure. Drafted with the 
assistance of Ukrainian civil society experts, it improves on the previous 
legislation in several respects. The following changes are particularly note-
worthy: the simplified registration procedure, the right of registered organ-
izations to operate in all regions of Ukraine, and the possibility of financ-
ing non-profit-oriented activities through commercial activity. Another 
piece of legislation relevant for Ukrainian civil society is the law on access 
to public information, passed by the Ukrainian parliament in January 2011. 
This law is significant because, for example, it helps many organizations to 
monitor the government’s actions in a more logical and efficient manner. 
However, problems necessitating (not always successful) recourse to the 
courts have frequently been associated with the implementation of this law.

The legal environment in which civil society operates has improved 
under Yanukovych in more than one respect; with regard to the state’s 
treatment of civil society actors, the initial problems have at least not grown 
worse. The public councils (hromads’ki rady: advisory bodies made up of 
civil society representatives that are found at all levels of government) are 
still operating. However, the attitude of most of the country’s leading pol-
iticians towards civil society ranges from reserved to distinctly negative. 
Constructive suggestions from civil society organizations are frequently 
not taken seriously in the political process. Moreover, it is not unusual to 
see reputable organizations with years of experience and notable expertise 
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in a specific area replaced by others that lack those qualities but are willing 
to support the positions favoured by the government. The reverse situation 
can also arise, particularly when the position of prominent and relevant 
NGOs is supported by foreign diplomats and international institutions.

Economic environment 

Ukraine’s economic situation is deteriorating. This is due both to the inter-
national economic slowdown since the financial and economic crisis and 
to an unwillingness on the part of Ukraine’s leaders to introduce reforms. 
This situation has had several – in some respects contradictory – conse-
quences for the development of Ukrainian civil society.

Clearly, in the present economic situation, many people in Ukraine are 
increasingly engaged with the struggle to make ends meet, leaving them 
little time or energy for civil society activities. Moreover, the difficult eco-
nomic situation is in no way encouraging the tradition of philanthropy 
(giving by individuals to charitable or other organizations), which was not 
all that strong to begin with. However, there is another side to the coin: if 
the situation keeps getting worse, willingness to become actively involved 
in civil society initiatives may increase as ever more people see no pros-
pects for their own future because they cannot advance within the current 
economic (and political) context.

Another reason that the economic climate is getting tougher is that 
inf luential politicians and businessmen (including the so-called oligarchs) 
are channelling money to their own particular causes. This results in an 
opaque situation with less money available for other actors. One way 
this makes itself felt within civil society is that organizations have almost 
no chance to submit, or succeed with, proposals to competitive proce-
dures awarding public monies at the regional and local levels which are 
so important to them. Many people in the Ukrainian business world are 
willing to finance civil society projects that they see as useful. They are 
found in the publicly visible areas of social work (children, health) because 
their main objective is to promote the image of the company providing 
the funding. This means that politically-oriented organizations and proj-
ects rarely have much of a chance, particularly those that can be classed as 
‘oppositional’. In addition, many businesses opt to set up structures of their 
own rather than support existing civil society organizations. Although per-
haps formally a part of civil society, these structures tend to represent the 
interests of a private sector company or economic group.
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One result of the difficulties mentioned above which are associated with 
raising funds locally is that foreign donors continue to play the largest role 
in the funding scene. Among the most significant foreign donors are the 
EU (both at the Brussels level and some of the individual member states) 
and the USA (especially USAID, the US Agency for International Devel-
opment). In each case, there are both state and private sources which are of 
significance. A substantial portion of these funds are granted for democracy 
promotion activities, i.e. this is one source of financing for projects with 
a political agenda in Ukraine. Foreign money has enabled NGOs to carry 
out many projects that would not otherwise have been possible. In a certain 
sense, however, it has also distorted the evolution of Ukrainian civil society. 
Numerous observers have noted that many NGOs with foreign funding 
shift their orientation over time towards their donors, disconnecting from 
the opinions and needs of their society. In addition, some NGOs have been 
set up primarily for the purpose of gaining access to western money. Ulti-
mately, this has led to the formation of a kind of NGO elite concentrating 
on Kyiv that is largely disconnected from the problems in other parts of the 
country. This problem has been recognised both in the EU and in Ukraine, 
and steps have been taken to counter this tendency. However, transforming 
firmly established relationship patterns is not something that can be done in 
a year or two, but will instead require a medium- or long-term approach.

Societal environment

During the Orange Revolution, large portions of Ukrainian society had 
the experience of joining together to successfully bring about change in 
the country’s political life. However, the results of this ‘revolution’ left 
many Ukrainians deeply disappointed. The visible and sudden changes 
were largely superficial in nature, while the political and economic struc-
tures and behaviour patterns of the elite remained essentially unaltered. 
As a result, many people have, at least temporarily, given up the hope that 
meaningful ‘bottom-up’ change is possible.

Nonetheless, in recent years, we have seen small groups getting involved 
in local issues, e.g. to save a park or protest against the building of yet 
another skyscraper. These are issues that affect the protesters directly and 
concretely. Sometimes, a civil society organization is involved in a support-
ive capacity right from the start, and sometimes an NGO gets involved in a 
later phase. However, in other cases, the people affected organize the pro-
test spontaneously and without the support of any organizational structure. 
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When such protests are successful, that success may encourage participants 
to get actively involved in organized civil society. But ad-hoc events will 
probably remain the order of the day, because members of the public will 
continue to be angered by arbitrary decisions taken by the administrative 
structures. Actions of this kind can also be considered part of Ukrainian 
civil society, despite the fact that they do not readily fall under the defi-
nition provided by Howard as quoted above. The development of social 
media makes it easier to carry out such activities and points to the neces-
sity of a broad understanding of civil society. 

One inhibiting factor that has emerged under Yanukovych is fear. To 
some extent, fear has stunted the development of civil society. The political 
elite has become more willing to use violence as a means of solving prob-
lems in the last three years. One sees evidence of this in, for instance, the 
violent methods of the ‘raidery’ who take over thriving businesses in order 
to pass them on to supporters of the regime, or in the International Fed-
eration of Journalists’ announcement that violence against journalists has 
increased under Yanukovych. The fear that speaking up against the regime 
will lead to unpleasant consequences tends to cause citizens to remain inac-
tive rather than take part in a civil society project.

There is growing recognition that people can achieve objectives that 
matter for daily life through collective, targeted action. However, this expe-
rience is still confined to a small part of the population, and its distribution 
varies from region to region. Moreover, public trust in NGOs and their 
work is at a fairly low level. One reason for this is the high proportion of 
foreign funding, which causes many people to see NGOs as foreign ele-
ments. Nevertheless, the idea that NGOs play an essential role for society 
has become considerably more widespread in recent years. According to the 
International Foundation for Electoral Systems (IFES), the proportion of 
the population holding that opinion climbed from 41% in 2005 to 76% six 
years later. Moreover, journalists now have a higher opinion of the expertise 
of representatives of civil society and the latter make more frequent appear-
ances in various media. Thus there has been some progress toward fulfill-
ing the prerequisites for increasing acceptance of the civil society sphere.

Outlook

The score assigned to Ukraine’s civil society in Freedom House’s Nations 
in Transit report has remained unchanged for the last 6 years, at 2.75 (on a 
scale of 1 to 7, where 1 is the best). During that period, the score for civil 
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society has consistently been Ukraine’s highest among the scores for the 
eight fields assessed in Nations in Transit. The number of registered civil 
society organizations has risen continually, and this trend seems likely to 
continue under the new legislation, since it simplifies the NGO registra-
tion process. As use of the Internet and social media continues to rise in 
Ukraine, the significance of the quickly organized protests of recent years 
will probably increase, especially since the political and economic elite 
shows no sign of changing its behaviour and acting in the interests of the 
wider population. It will be interesting to see to what extent well-organ-
ized and experienced NGOs join forces with spontaneous citizens’ initia-
tives to achieve shared political or social objectives.

Translation from the German by Alison Borrowman. 

This paper was previously published as “Zivilgesellschaft in der Ukraine: Struk-
tur, Umfeld und Entwicklungstendenzen” in UkraineAnalysen, 114, 2-5 (2013).
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From Maidan to the parliament, from 
Maidan to the provinces: new paths for 
Ukrainian civil society

A year after the start of Euromaidan one thing is clear: Ukrainian civil 
society has come a long way. But the greatest challenges are still in the 
future – developing a democratic state and establishing a culture of democ-
racy. That is where civil society will show its strength. 

When protests broke out on Kiev’s Maidan a year ago, the notion that 
Ukrainian civil society was weak seemed to have been discredited once 
and for all. And indeed, the Euromaidan protests can be seen as a master-
piece of political self-organization: initiated over social media, kept mov-
ing by activists who accumulated organizational, campaign and logistical 
experience in a wide variety of non-governmental organizations (NGOs), 
and carried out by people from every population stratum, occupation and 
region of Ukraine. That all of this worked as well as it did is due in part to 
the continuous and intense development of civil society that had gone on 
since the Orange Revolution. Back then, civil society was overwhelmed 
by the demands incurred by its own success and was too weak to transform 
the democratic momentum into a democratic process. But disappoint-
ment gave rise to development, which was supported, in part, by exter-
nal democracy promoters; though this promotion can be better described 
as diffuse and ambiguous than coherent and targeted. External supporters 
have pursued primarily two strategies in recent years: (i) the promotion of 
professionalisation of civil society and (ii) the promotion of political cul-
ture. In the first area, donors tended to fund projects designed to improve 
the campaign management, networking and internal structures of organ-
izations – some donors made successful completion of accounting courses 
a prerequisite for funding. A considerably smaller portion of donor insti-
tutions pursued the second strategy, which concentrated on developing a 
democratic political culture, niche issues or local initiatives. Initially, these 

New paths for Ukrainian civil society



99

New paths for Ukrainian civil society

funding strategies left Ukrainian civil society as a self-referential circle of 
well educated and dedicated people, but one whose activities failed to reach 
a large share of the society. 

It was at the Maidan that the two strategies converged at last: com-
mitted students, initiatives and campaign professionals formed the back-
bone of the protests carried out by the hundreds of thousands of Ukraini-
ans who were protesting against the authoritarian system of Yanukovych. 
Ukrainian civil society revealed its strength in those months. It is too early 
though to speak of a civil society success story: mobilising protest is only 
the start of civil-society driven democratisation. In the post-revolutionary 
phase, the institutionalisation and consolidation of democracy, civil soci-
ety is charged with three key functions: (i) it must support the spread of a 
democratic political culture, (ii) it monitors the transparency of the actions 
of [public] institutions and, in its role as the ‘school of democracy’, it should 
give rise to new democratically oriented forces and a new generation of 
political decision-makers.

Results of that third function have already appeared: in 2014, about 
thirty activists and investigative journalists stood as candidates for the 
Verkhovna Rada in the October parliamentary elections. Nineteen of 
them succeeded in winning seats by way of the party lists of the Poro-
shenko Bloc, the People’s Front and the Samopomich (Self-reliance) and 
Fatherland parties. These include people such as the journalists Mustafa 
Naiem and Serhiy Leshchenko, who did courageous investigative report-
ing on the corruption of the Yanukovych autocracy and initiated the Euro-
maidan protests. They also include activists such as Svitlana Zalishchuk, 
an experienced NGO campaign manager, like Hanna Hopko, director of 
what is probably the most inf luential political NGO in Ukraine today, 
which draws up proposals for the central reform projects and submits them 
to parliament; or like Yegor Sobolev, who has worked unf laggingly for lus-
tration1 and the reappraisal of the authoritarian past. Their election raises 
hopes that they will bring a new culture of transparency and honesty to 
the Verkhovna Rada. At any rate, the lives they have led up to now sug-
gest that their commitment to democracy is genuine; and the networking 
among them is quite good to boot.

However, priority now must go to developing a stable and differenti-
ated party landscape. Even Poland, a showcase country for successful trans-
formation, needed over a decade to consolidate its party system. Ukraine 
can ill afford that kind of a learning curve: the war with Russia has already 
done damage enough to the willingness to reform. The focus on the war 
is also preventing the parties from developing their substantive positions – 
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the most important prerequisite for policy formulation and coalition build-
ing. Today, all of the significant political parties in Ukraine are one thing 
above all else: patriotic. Hence the country lacks not one but two crucial 
dynamics: genuine political competition and – because the parties remain 
devoid of content – progress in the evolution of political parties from mere 
career vehicles to places where political will is formed. To what extent the 
‘newcomers’ in the parliament will be able to help promote the develop-
ment of a pluralistic party landscape is still in question. Initial conf licts, 
such as Sobolev’s departure from the Volya party he himself founded and 
a possible split in the young party, do not bode well. It is common knowl-
edge that processes of spill-over from civil society into the political arena 
seldom proceed smoothly; still, the activists cannot afford too many bumps 
along the way. One must hope that the people upon whom civil society’s 
hopes are pinned put their professionalism to good use in the daily political 
process and in efforts to build up genuine parties. The second important 
function of civil society is to critically monitor the activities of the govern-
ment and parliament. Having lost some of their most experienced repre-
sentatives to the political arena, civil society must also keep developing its 
personnel capabilities and reposition itself vis-à-vis the Verkhovna Rada 
and the government. That will involve keeping a critical eye on its ‘own’ 
parliamentarians, as well as engaging in intensive lobbying and pushing 
for reform.

The most difficult, because long-term task, though, is the promotion 
of a democratic political culture. Particularly now when, faced with the 
war in the eastern part of Ukraine, Ukrainians have developed a feeling 
of community, a form of collective altruistic action that would have been 
inconceivable only two years ago. There are collection and donation drives 
for the army, people volunteer to serve in assistance interventions to pro-
vide medical assistance to those injured, and in many regions and munic-
ipalities, a civil society appears to be taking shape from the bottom up. Is 
this a ‘civic’ civil society though? As impressive as the current engagement 
of many is: a civil society created around the issues of war and assistance in 
an emergency runs the risk of radicalising in the short term and collapsing 
again in the medium term. Both prospects are problematic for democrati-
sation. To pick up on the public spirit of today and transform it into a civil 
society for times of peace will require dialogue between the ‘old’ political 
civil society and the new engagement. The external funders could support 
this dialogue. Great progress has been made in professionalising the orga-
nizations, above all at the national level. Now it is time to develop new 
strategies and, for instance, put expertise and resources to work for the new 



101

New paths for Ukrainian civil society

local initiatives, so that engagement on the ground can sustain the experi-
ence of being able to bring about change.

Translated from the German by Alison Borrowman. 

This article was previously published as “Vom Maidan ins Parlament, vom Maidan 
in die Provinz: neue Wege der ukrainischen Zivilgesellschft” in UkraineAnaly
sen, 142, 9-10 (2014).

Susann Worschech holds an advanced degree in social sciences (Diplom) and is 
writing her doctoral thesis on “Network structures of Ukrainian civil society and 
their external support” at the European University Viadrina, Frankfurt (Oder).

Notes

 1 Lustration: prohibition barring individuals associated with the former regime from 
occupying non-elected positions in public institutions. – trans.
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Memory wars in post-Soviet Kharkiv

More than one year after the “Russian spring”, the peak of the pro-Rus-
sian unrest has passed in Kharkiv, but political polarisation and the fear 
of an escalation of street violence continues, especially in view of the 
bomb attack on a Ukrainian national unity rally killing four persons on 
 February 22, 2015. Against this dramatic backdrop, the ongoing war on 
monuments seems secondary, even harmless, and yet it ref lects the degree 
of polarisation and radicalisation and the level of violence in the city. In 
late September 2014, the Lenin monument on Svobody Square was toppled 
after a pro-Ukrainian rally with the tacit approval of the regional (oblast) 
administration, an action which met with opposition from the city coun-
cil and outraged the local communists. In April 2015, a bomb was deto-
nated under a national f lag memorial, and not many days later, Ukrainian 
authorities announced the detention of a Russian citizen accused of orga-
nizing the explosion. The same month, statues of the communist leaders 
Sergo Ordzhonikidze, Nikolai Rudnev and Yakov Sverdlov were pulled 
down by pro-Ukrainian radicals, only some days after the adoption of the 
“decommunisation laws” by the Verkhovna Rada (Ukraine’s parliament). 

This article looks into the cultural and ideological background of the 
current political conf lict and demonstrates how greatly issues of historical 
memory matter for today’s Kharkiv, whose political, cultural and territo-
rial status as a Ukrainian city is contested and endangered more than it has 
ever been since 1991. A closer look at the local conf licts around histori-
cal memory and collective identity in Kharkiv, especially those of the last 
decade, reveals the origins of the city’s current political polarisation and 
instability, which makes it an easy target for Russia’s hybrid war. More-
over, taking such a close look helps us understand that despite their local 
scale these conf licts ref lect to a great degree both centre –periphery ten-
sions between Kharkiv and Kyiv and the city’s geopolitical situation at the 
border with Russia. 

In this article, I call these local conf licts on historical memory and polit-
ical interpretation of the past “memory wars”. In reality, however, these 
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conf licts often have little to do with historical memory as such, but rather 
with antagonistic symbols (such as Lenin and Stalin, or Stepan Bandera 
and the UPA / Ukrainian Insurgent Army) which serve as “empty signi-
fiers” that mobilise people against something that they believe threatens 
their identity. In this sense, there can be no winners in the “memory wars”, 
and effective solutions are to be found elsewhere: in re-shaping the debate, 
in bringing historical expertise and popular historical education into play, 
and in shifting the focus from heroes to victims. Ideally, Kharkiv, as well 
as the country in general, must get beyond its memory wars and find a 
path leading to dialogue and reconciliation. Finally, due to space limita-
tions, this article focuses on memorials and monuments, leaving aside other 
aspects of memory politics such as city toponyms, public celebrations and 
memorial days. 

In the first part of the article I will try to answer the question of why, at 
least in the last decade, Kharkiv has become a site of severe political con-
f licts over historical memory and why the past, and especially its contro-
versial and dividing aspects, has been instrumentalised and manipulated in 
the local memory wars. In the second part of the article, I analyse the most 
significant conf licts involving monuments and memorials in post-Soviet 
Kharkiv, focusing on the past decade (from 2004 to spring 2015) with par-
ticular consideration of the developments in 2014-2015.

Contested city

What are the structural reasons, local foundations and driving forces for the 
memory wars in Kharkiv? In the following I will focus on three important 
aspects that help to explain local memory wars in the city: 1) the diverse 
spectrum of symbolic resources available to the local elites; 2) local sources 
of political pluralism and political conf licts and 3) the city’s borderland 
position.

1) The history of Kharkiv and the region provides diverse symbolic 
resources which can serve as material for very different, if not contradic-
tory, versions of local identity. On the one hand, Kharkiv presents itself as 
a Ukrainian city right from the start, the capital of the historical Sloboda 
Ukraine, which later became a birthplace of modern Ukrainian national-
ism; most importantly, the city was the cradle of the Ukrainian cultural 
revival of the 1920s and the place of martyrdom of the Ukrainian cultural 
elite murdered by the Stalinist regime. On the other, Kharkiv (in Russian: 
Kharkov) used to be one of the major industrial and academic centres of the 
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Russian empire, and later of the Soviet Union, a socialist city proud of its 
working class tradition, and, of course, the first capital of Soviet Ukraine, a 
site of the industrialisation, cultural revolution and enthusiasm of the early 
Soviet era. According to Volodymyr Kravchenko (2009), Kharkiv “contri-
buted immensely to both modern Ukrainian and Soviet national culture 
and mythology” (p. 220). In the second half of the 1990s and the early 
2000s, the local political elites in Kharkiv tried to integrate these diverse 
symbolic resources into some kind of local version of “Ukrainianness”. One 
ambivalent construct of this kind was Pervaya Stolitsa (First Capital), the 
city’s almost official brand, which entails an implicit claim to the legacy of 
Soviet cultural modernisation and industrialisation.1 Kharkiv as the “First 
Capital” presented itself as part of Ukraine, but this was a specific, quasi- 
Soviet version of Ukrainianness that was implicitly opposed to the perceived 
“natio nalism” of Kyiv (Kravchenko, 2009). In phases in which  political 
polarisation proliferated in both the country and the region (for example 
during Viktor Yushchenko’s presidency between 2005-2010), these differ-
ent symbolic resources were used in the construction of two alternative, 
even mutually exclusive, versions of collective memory and identity. 

With the Euromaidan and the ousting of Yanukovych in February 2014, 
the political polarisation took on a new dimension once again. In addition, 
for the first time in the history of independent Ukraine, its territorial integ-
rity was being contested from within and outside of the country. Alternative 
versions of Kharkiv’s history and identity now have far reaching political, or 
even geopolitical, implications. Russia’s top politicians and media have been 
laying claim to Kharkiv as one of the centres of the re-invented Novorossiya. 

Kharkiv journalist Konstantin Kevorkian, one of the creators of the 
“First Capital” brand, publically opposed the post-Maidan Kyiv govern-
ment and eventually left for Russia. On February 5, 2015, the separat-
ist “Donetsk People’s Republic” adopted a memorandum declaring the 
DPR to be the legal successor state to the Donetsk-Krivoy Rog Soviet 
Republic, with the Bolshevik Artyom (Sergeev) as its founding father, and 
Kharkiv as its historical capital (Dergachev & Kartsev, 2015). The project 
of a pro-Russian “Kharkiv People’s Republic” has been publically sup-
ported by some Russian cultural figures, such as a writer Eduard Limonov, 
who is of Kharkiv origin. 

2) The second aspect concerns the local sources of political conf licts 
and political polarisation which have prepared the ground for memory 
wars. Ideological pluralism has been an important feature of Kharkiv pub-
lic life since perestroika and the emergence of Narodny Ruch, Memorial 
and the Kharkiv Human Rights Group, which gave rise to a liberal dem-
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ocratic pro-Ukrainian milieu. Kharkiv has also, however, been a breed-
ing ground for non-liberal forces, both Soviet-nostalgic and pro-Russian, 
as well as Ukrainian radical nationalist ones. The infamous pro-Russian 
“Oplot” and the Ukrainian far right “Patriot Ukrainy” are both Kharkiv-
based organizations. 

Local business groups, with their competing interests and political 
ambitions, provided an economic basis for political pluralism. Unlike in 
other regions, there was no single dominant oligarch in Kharkiv, such as 
Renat Akhmetov in Donetsk. Even during the Yanukovych presidency, 
the Party of Regions failed to establish full control over the local busi-
nesses. Both the Orange Revolution and the Euromaidan demonstrated 
that political opposition would have been impossible in Kharkiv without 
this pluralism of local economic interests. Finally, in the Ukrainian politi-
cal system, regional administrations provide for a strong inf luence of Kyiv 
over the regions. This reproduces political pluralism and creates the basis 
for political conf licts. The Kyiv leadership often tries to inf luence iden-
tity politics at the local level via regional administrations. Most resolute 
in this sense was President Yushchenko, who made the regional admin-
istrations responsible for his ambitious Holodomor commemoration proj-
ect. In Kharkiv, this led to a conf lict between the regional administration, 
supported by the local pro-Ukrainian organizations, on the one side, and 
the city council and regional council dominated by the Party of Regions 
and representing the “silent majority” of the local population on the other. 
This conf lict was personified in the clash between Arsen Avakov, the head 
of the regional administration, and Mikhail Dobkin, Kharkiv’s mayor. 
The structure of the conf lict and its main protagonists are basically the 
same today – the regional administration vs. the city council and the cur-
rent mayor Gennady Kernes – though the level of intensity and polarisa-
tion associated with it is now much higher.

3) The third factor contributing to Kharkiv becoming a site of mem-
ory wars is its borderland location, its proximity to Russia – and Rus-
sia’s persisting interest in Kharkiv. The concept of borderland identity, 
which lends itself to being associated with post-modern notions such as 
hybridism, bilingualism and cultural ambivalence, has been re-invented 
and politically exploited by the local elites since the end of 1990s, when 
Kharkiv was proclaimed the “capital” of Ukrainian-Russian cooperation, 
and a Euroregion encompassing Kharkiv and the neighbouring Russian 
Belgorod was created. After the Orange Revolution, Kharkiv became “a 
place of contested national narratives, historical mythologies and polit-
ical projects” (Kravchenko, 2009, p. 220). Moscow supported a number 
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of pro-Russian organizations in Kharkiv that specialised in “anti-Yush-
chenko” actions, including protests against Ukrainisation and the glorifi-
cation of the UPA, Stepan Bandera and Yuriy Shukhevych. Local bosses of 
the Party of Regions found support in Russia for their ideological opposi-
tion to the Orange coalition. For example, in November 2008, an inter-
national conference entitled “The Famine in the USSR in the 1930s: His-
torical and Political Interpretations” was held in Kharkiv.2 It was organized 
by the Party of Regions, which used it to demonstrate its discontent with 
Yushchenko’s interpretation of the Holodomor as genocide. The “Histor-
ical Memory” Foundation and the Federal Archive Agency were co-or-
ganizers on the Russian side, and the conference was attended by Russian 
politicians and historians. The event took place at the peak of the politi-
cal controversies around the Holodomor, on the eve of the Day of Mem-
ory for the Holodomor Victims and two days after President Yushchenko 
had visited Kharkiv and officially opened the new memorial. One year 
later, another conference in the same format was held in Kharkiv, this 
time devoted to the 70th anniversary of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. 
The conference promoted the Russian interpretation of the pact and con-
cluded with the declaration of an anti-Orange “anti-fascist” front. These 
are only two examples of how Kharkiv has become a site of Russian ideo-
logical expansion due to its borderland location and ambivalent identity. 

The spiral of memory wars

From the standpoint of local conf licts on historical memory and identity, 
the last decade is especially significant for understanding the present situa-
tion in Kharkiv. This decade, which started with the Orange Revolution, 
can be divided into three periods:
1. The so-called Orange era, Viktor Yushchenko’s presidency (2005-2010), 

which brought with it the politicisation of historical memory and ideo-
logical polarisation, in Kharkiv in particular, due to the president’s cri-
tical stance vis-à-vis the Soviet past. 

2. The era of authoritarian backlash, which spans the period from the elec-
toral victory of Viktor Yanukovych in 2010 to the beginning of Euro-
maidan in 2013. In Kharkiv, the start of this period coincided with 
the appointment of Mikhail Dobkin as the head of the regional admi-
nistration and Gennady Kernes becoming the mayor of Kharkiv. In 
these years, the legacy of Yushchenko’s memory politics was partly dis-
mantled, partly marginalised.
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3. The third period started with the Euromaidan and the fall of the Yanu-
kovych regime. Especially during the last year, pro-Russian separa-
tism and military conf lict in Donbas rendered the issue of dealing with 
Soviet past highly relevant again. 

The Orange era

In the 1990s, Kharkiv avoided what Polish sociologist Mariusz Czepczynski 
(2008) called “post-Communist landscape cleansing” (p. 109). Unlike in 
Lviv (Hrytsak & Susak, 2003), in Kharkiv, de-Sovietisation and Ukrainisa-
tion of the urban space was fragmentary and incomplete. “Counter-memo-
ries” appeared in the form of enclaves that were surrounded by the still-So-
viet commemorative landscape. Example of such enclaves are the Youth 
Park (Molodizhnyi Park) and the Ukrainian-Polish Memorial to the Vic-
tims of Totalitarianism. The first one, a former Kharkiv cemetery and a 
site where victims of political terror and the Famine were interred in secret 
burials, was transformed in the 1970s into a recreation zone; starting in the 
late 1980s it became a local pantheon to Ukraine as a victim and, at the same 
time, a symbol of historical amnesia. While the development of the park 
was due to the initiative of local civil society groups and activists, the second 
site, the Ukrainian-Polish memorial, was an interstate project implemented 
from above. Both sites remained marginal in post-Soviet Kharkiv, how-
ever, and did not bring about any change in the city’s dominant identity.3

This situation was challenged by the Orange Revolution and Yush-
chenko’s revolutionary memory politics, which aimed at redefining the 
Ukrainian nation by re-evaluating historical memory. Yushchenko and 
his political allies sought to get rid of Soviet symbols and myths (under-
stood as an artificial, imposed imperial memory) and hoped for a revival 
of “true” national memory. Politically, the issue of the Holodomor, now 
officially interpreted as genocide committed against Ukrainians, and the 
rehabilitation of the OUN (Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists) and of 
the UPA and its leaders were highly controversial and divisive. In Kharkiv, 
these revolutionary intentions of the new Kyiv leadership met with resis-
tance from the major share of Kharkiv’s local political elites. 

The Orange Revolution undermined the relative political consensus in 
Kharkiv and led to political and ideological polarisation. Yevhen Kush-
naryov, former governor of the Kharkiv region, became the leader of the 
“anti-Orange” political camp. The Party of Regions, initially a Donbas cre-
ation, became the strongest political force in the Kharkiv region by virtue 
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of its managing to unite most local opponents of the “Orange coalition”. 
However, from 2005 on, strategic power in the region was in the hands of 
the new head of the regional administration Arsen Avakov, a Kharkiv busi-
nessman and a representative of the Our Ukraine party. Avakov supported 
Yushchenko’s critical attitude toward the Soviet past, not only for reasons of 
political loyalty, but of also out of personal conviction. In 2006, the Party 
of Regions got their revenge at the local elections, winning a majority in 
both the Kharkiv regional council and the city council. The newly elected 
mayor, Mikhail Dobkin, a representative of the Party of Regions who was 
known for his harsh anti-Orange rhetoric, was an uncompromised oppo-
nent of Yushchenko and his commemorative initiatives. As a result, the 
ideological tensions between the two political forces, already exacerbated 
by the political polarisation in the wake of the Orange Revolution, made 
serious conf licts on historical memory in the city inevitable.

The most significant examples of memory wars during this period were 
the conf lict that erupted around the new Holodomor memorial erected in 
2008 to mark the 75th anniversary of the Famine, and the fight around the 
UPA memorial stone in the Youth Park. The first case I have already ana-
lysed in detail in my article “Capital of Despair” (Zhurzhenko, 2011), so I 
will only touch on a few aspects of it here. Most importantly, the 
Holodomor’s place in national memory and its integration in the urban 
landscape became a subject of political fight in this conf lict. A special com-
mittee created by the regional administration believed that the new memo-
rial to the victims of the Holodomor deserved a location at the heart of the 
city to fulfil its symbolic and educational role. In contrast, their opponents 
(the mayor and the city council) proposed that it be erected in the coun-
tryside since, to paraphrase them, it was the rural population that had suf-
fered most from the famine. The initial project proposal, supported by the 
committee and by Avakov, the head of the regional administration, was to 
build the memorial in the above-mentioned Youth Park, integrating the 
already existing memorial cross devoted to Holodomor victims into the 
new composition. However, the city council did not grant official permis-
sion for the construction work, instead suggesting that the memorial be 
built in one of the distant industrial districts. This reluctance on the part of 
the municipal authorities to cooperate with the regional administration on 
the new memorial ref lected their wish to depoliticise and marginalise the 
Holodomor memory. As a result of the political fights and negotiations, the 
regional administration decided to build the Holodomor memorial at yet 
another location: a site in the northern outskirts of Kharkiv, near the high-
way to Moscow. The monument, which represents a peasant family, a man, 
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a woman and two children, symbolising suffering and hope, was officially 
opened by President Yushchenko during his official visit to Kharkiv in 
November 2008. Since the city council refused to cooperate, the land for 
the construction was provided 
by the Kharkiv regional coun-
cil, which was more coopera-
tive despite being dominated 
by the Party of Regions. Ava-
kov’s successor, Mikhail Dob-
kin, appointed as the head of 
the regional administration in 
2010, conspicuously ignored 
the Holodomor memorial built 
by his predecessor.

While the conf lict played 
out on a local stage, its trigger 
was an initiative from Kyiv. 
The “Year of Commemora-
tion of the Holodomor Vic-
tims” initiated by President 
Yushchenko was an attempt to 
impose one unified, mandatory 
narrative of the past, predomi-
nantly through administra-
tive instruments. As the for-
mer capital of Soviet Ukraine, 
and one of the regions severely 
hit by the famine, but even more as a stronghold of the Party of Regions, 
Kharkiv was symbolically and politically important for Yushchenko. The 
new Holodomor memorial in Kharkiv was supposed to ref lect the role of 
the city in 20th century Ukrainian history and teach the local anti-Orange 
elites a lesson about who had the last word.

Unlike the conf lict surrounding the Holodomor memorial, which was 
elite-driven and ref lected obvious tensions between Kyiv and Kharkiv, the 
second case  – the dispute over the UPA memorial stone in the Youth 
Park – was largely a conf lict from below, pitting pro-Ukrainian activists 
and nationalists against Soviet veterans and Communists. The conf lict was 
triggered by the decision of the city council to remove the UPA memorial 
stone. Erected in 1992 by the initiative Narodnyi Ruch, it re  mained largely 
unnoticed until it was turned into a powerful symbol for both local oppo-

The Holodomor memorial in Kharkiv, 
 November 2008. © Tatiana Zhurzhenko
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nents and sympathisers of the UPA against the background of fierce debate 
about the organization’s role in Ukrainian history. In December 2006 
members of the radical “Eurasian Youth Movement” operating out of Rus-

sia “kidnapped” the stone and 
then buried it near its site. In 
2008 Mayor Mikhail Dobkin 
announced plans to banish the 
UPA memorial to Ivano- Fran-
kivs’k and suggested in  stalling 
a counter monument de  dicated 
to the (East-Ukrainian) victims 
of the UPA in its stead.4

These two examples de -
monstrate that the marginal 
status of alternative memo-
ries which had no place in the 
Soviet commemorative canon 
did not change much after the 
Orange Revolution.  Moreover, 
most Soviet monuments and 
symbols were left largely intact, 
despite President Yushchen-
ko’s decree in 2009 ordering 
the “removal of memorials and 
memorial signs devoted to per-
sons involved in the organiza-

tion of the Holodomors and political repressions”.5 Probably the only Soviet 
symbol which was removed during this period was the Felix Dzerzhinsky 
memorial plaque on the Kharkiv SBU (Security Service of Ukraine) (for-
mer KGB / Committee for State Security)) building. This occurred after 
the Polish film director Andrzej Wajda, who had visited Kharkiv with his 
film “Katyn”, expressed his surprise at discovering Dzerzhinsky’s profile 
in the very centre of Kharkiv.

The Yanukovych era

In 2010-2013 Viktor Yanukovych and his clan managed to gain nearly 
a complete monopoly of political power in Ukraine and to marginal-
ise political opposition. In Kharkiv, the Party of Regions took full con-

UPA memorial in the Youth Park, Kharkiv, 
October 2007. (Foto: Pavlo Podobed)
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trol over local politics: Arsen Avakov lost the mayoral election to Gen-
nady Kernes and was forced to leave the country after a criminal case was 
opened against him. Having consolidated its power in Kharkiv, the Party 
of Regions no longer had needed to take an aggressive anti-nationalist 
stance. Divisive issues, such as that of the UPA, were marginalised. The 
Party of Regions positioned itself as an ideologically neutral political force 
providing stability and ref lecting the interests of the broad majority of the 
Kharkovites, as opposed to a marginal group of “Ukrainian nationalists” 
who, it claimed, had no popular support in the city.

In the run-up to the 2012 European football championship, the mod-
ernisation of the urban space became a new priority of the Kharkiv author-
ities, even if they were mainly preoccupied by the opportunities for per-
sonal enrichment this event opened. During the renovation of the city 
centre some Soviet monuments that did not fit in well with Kharkiv’s new 
“European” image were removed without much noise. For example, the 
monument to Maxim Gorkiy was not returned to its site after the recon-
struction of the Gorkiy Park – and indeed, this post-war Soviet style mon-
ument did not fit in with the new entertainment park built according to 

Constitution Square in Kharkiv before reconstruction: demonstration organized by 
Yevhen Kushnaryov’s short-lived party, spring 2005. © Tatiana Zhurzhenko 
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Western standards. Another example is the Alley of Komsomol Heroes in 
a small park featuring the “Glass Spring” fountain, an iconic symbol of 
Kharkiv. In Soviet times, the Alley of Komsomol Heroes was symbolically 
connected to the nearby regional Komsomol committee building. The 
idea of relocating the Komsomol heroes to another site was debated sev-
eral times in the last decade, but the communists insisted on keeping the 
sculptures in place. In 2013 the busts of Komsomol heroes were removed 
in connection with the construction of a new Orthodox church, a contro-
versial project which triggered protests by local residents.

One of the most significant Soviet-era monuments was the one devoted 
to the heroes of the October Revolution at Constitution Square (colloqui-
ally known as “The Five Carrying a Fridge”). It too was removed in 2011, 
despite the protests of the communists. It was supposed to be relocated to 
the industrial district Tractor Factory (Traktornyi Zavod). To take its place, 

the Kharkiv authorities com-
missioned a new monument to 
Ukrainian independence to be 
erected on the same site. The 
result, a conventional statue of 
a woman in historicist style 
created by Kharkiv sculptor 
 Oleksandr Ridny, represents 
Ukraine as Nike, the goddess of 
victory. In line with the aes-
thetic taste of the local political 
elites, the new Kharkiv urban-
ism stylistically draws on 
Orthodox and Russian imperial 
symbols, historicism and popu-
lism (Mayor Kernes’ ob  session 
of with benches became a sub-
ject of local jokes).

In fact, Ilia Kalinin’s notion 
of “nostalgic modernisation”, 
which he applied to the Med-
vedev era in Russia, describes 
the commemorative and cul-
tural policy of Kharkiv author-
ities quite well. Soviet era 
memorial sites were either 

Constitution Square after reconstruction: 
 memorial meeting honouring the Ukrainian 
 soldiers fallen in Donbas, February 22, 2015. 
© Tatiana Zhurzhenko 
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silently expunged or renovated as a benevolent gesture towards Soviet vet-
erans. In the de-politicised post-Soviet urban landscape, the remaining 
Soviet memorials simply turned into “cultural heritage”. The monumental 
Lenin statue on Svobody Square was left intact,6 although an official pro-
motional video for Kharkiv circulating in the Internet did not feature the 
statue – it was erased using Photoshop.

In the eve of the 2012 European football championship, the pragmati-
cally motivated Kharkiv authorities could even afford a gesture of demon-
strative reconciliation between the “east” and the “west” of the country. 
Dobkin and Kernes accepted the personal request of Lviv Mayor Andriy 
Sadovyi and agreed to restore the memorial plaque dedicated to the Greek 
Catholic bishop Yosyp Slipy, who spent several weeks in one of the Kharkiv 
prisons after WWII. Yosyp Slipy supported the declaration of Ukrainian 
independence in Nazi-occupied Lviv in 1941 and later contributed to the 
formation of the SS Halychyna Division. The memorial plaque, which was 
inaugurated after the Orange Revolution, was taken down in 2010 under 
pressure from communists and Soviet veterans who considered Slipy to be 
a Nazi collaborator. (There was speculation that the Yosyp Slipy memo-
rial plaque was taken down in retaliation for the removal of the memorial 
plaque to Kharkiv historian, monarchist and Russian nationalist Andrey 
Viazigin which was done under pressure from pro-Ukrainian organiza-
tions).7 The plaque devoted to Yosyp Slipy was restored in February 2011 
on the occasion of a visit to Kharkiv by Lviv mayor and the head of the 
Lviv regional administration. Mikhail Dobkin, contradicting his earlier 
“anti-fascists” rhetoric, suggested that Yosyp Slipy could be seen as a cler-
gymen and a person who remained faithful to his personal convictions 
rather than a Ukrainian nationalist. This act, intended to demonstrate rec-
onciliation between the proponents of alternative narratives of Ukrainian 
history, remained rather an exception, and the memory wars in Kharkiv 
continued. 

One of the most recent episodes, a bitter dispute over Yuriy Shevelyov’s 
memorial plaque in 2013, shows that the political conf lict which divided 
the Kharkiv elites and public after the Orange Revolution is not easy to 
resolve. It is rooted in the 20th century collective memory of Kharkiv, 
especially in the traumas of Stalinist terror and Nazi occupation, and in 
the Soviet mythology of WWII, which stigmatises any form of Ukrainian 
nationalism as “fascism” and reduces any anti-Soviet activity to a “col-
laboration with the Nazis”. Starting in late 2013, this “antifascist” dis-
course proved to be an especially powerful instrument of anti-Ukrainian 
mobilisation. In retrospect, the conf lict surrounding the memorial plaque 
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to Yuriy Shevelyov, a Kharkiv-born linguist and philologist, and profes-
sor at Harvard and Columbia Universities, whom the Kharkiv authori-
ties denounced in 2013 as a Nazi collaborator because he wrote for the 
Ukrainian newspaper “Nova Ukraina” during the occupation, can be seen 
as a prelude to the so called “Russian Spring” – the pro-Russian revolt 
against the alleged “fascist junta” in Kyiv. 

The initiative to memorialise Professor Shevelyov in his home city 
emerged among a small group of historians, journalists and local activ-
ists after Oksana Zabuzhko presented her published correspondence with 
Yuriy Shevelyov in Kharkiv in February 2011.8 The group organized a 
public discussion on Kharkiv radio and TV, prepared a collection of Shev-
elyov’s essays for publication and requested permission from the city coun-
cil to install a memorial plaque at the house where Shevelyov had lived. 
The city’s toponymic commission approved the project and Mayor Kernes 
gave his permission. The project was financed by private donations, one of 
the first ones being made by Oksana Zabuzhko. Serhiy Zhadan, a famous 
Kharkiv writer, organized a concert to raise money for the project. 

Memorial plaque to Yuriy Shevelyov, September 2013. (Foto: Nadiya Li) Wikimedia 
Commons (cc) CC BY-SA 3.0.
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The plaque was inaugurated on September 3, 2013, two days ahead of 
schedule, because of rumours that Kharkiv authorities had planned to 
reverse their decision.9 Mikhail Dobkin, the head of the Kharkiv regional 
administration, known for his fight with the “Orange plague” in his ear-
lier capacity as mayor, expressed his radically negative opinion on the 
personality of Yuriy Shevelyov, calling him (and those who came to the 
opening) “fascist scum” on Twitter. The Kharkiv “Antifascist Commit-
tee”, whose activities were previously not very well known, called on the 
mayor to review his decision. On September 25, the city council decided 
to take down the plaque, and the same day three “unidentified individ-
uals” appeared with hammers and axes and, in broad daylight, smashed 
the plaque to pieces.10 Public outrage about this act of vandalism went 
far beyond local politics; even the popular Ukrainian TV Show “Shuster 
live” addressed the issue. Prominent Ukrainian intellectuals appealed to 
the Kharkiv authorities in support of the Shevelyov case, and the interna-
tional academic community expressed solidarity with the initiative.11 On 
October 30, already after the first Euromaidan protests in Kyiv, the First 
Shevelyov Memorial Conference was held in Kharkiv12 supported by the 
opposition politician Arsen Avakov who had returned from his exile in 
Italy after being elected to the Ukrainian Parliament. 

The dispute over the memory of Yuriy Shevelyov was on the agenda of 
the anti-Yanukovych protests in Kharkiv, and, not by chance, it was the 
initiators of the Shevelyov commemoration who formed the core of the 
Kharkiv Euromaidan. One of the gatherings of the Kharkiv Euromaidan 
was specifically devoted to Yuriy Shevelyov and the conf lict over his 
memorial plaque. Law student and activist Rostyslav Nebelskyi appealed 
to the courts, and one year later, in December 2014, the Kharkiv Admin-
istrative Court of Appeal ruled that the Kharkiv City Council and its 
Mayor Gennady Kernes did not have the right to take down the memorial 
plaque to Yuriy Shevelyov (Coynash, 2015). According to the court’s deci-
sion, there is no need to obtain permission from the Kharkiv authorities to 
re-install the plaque because the permit obtained back in 2011 is still valid. 
So the pro-Ukrainian activists won the legal battle, but the conf lict is far 
from over. Meanwhile, the plaque has been restored but not yet been put 
back up. Given the current level of political emotions in the city it would 
be unlikely to last a week ….
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Euromaidan and beyond

The third and most recent period of the memory wars I address in this arti-
cle started with the Euromaidan protests at the end of November 2013. 
Most notably, the Lenin monument in the centre of Kyiv was toppled 
on December 8, 2013, triggering the so-called “Leninopad” (Toppling of 
Lenins) all over Ukraine. Initially symbols of communism and the Soviet 
regime, in the eyes of radical protesters, the Lenin statues became land-
marks of Yanukovych’s rule, which was based, in their view, on neo-Soviet 
and pro-Russian political values. In the East, however, the Lenin monu-
ments did not fall so easily. In Kharkiv, the war on monuments intensified 
with the “Russian spring”, fuelled by an unprecedented political polarisa-
tion in the city. The Euromaidan opened a new revolutionary phase, but 
unlike the Orange Revolution, which was largely an elite-driven protest, 
the Euromaidan was a mass protest movement from below. No wonder, 
then, that in 2014-2015, the war on communist monuments, which had 
previously been fought through presidential decrees and the courts, shifted 
onto the streets. 

A pro-Russian rally in front of the Lenin monument, spring 2014.  
© Tatiana Zhurzhenko
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The initiative to take down the Lenin monument on Kharkiv’s  Svobody 
Square emerged after a mass rally against pro-Russian separatism held on 
February 22, 2014, and led to violent clashes between Maidan and Anti-
Maidan activists.13 However, the majority of the Euromaidan leaders, in 
principle in favour of removing the monument, voted to postpone this 
action until the Ukrainian parliament legitimised decommunisation.14 In 
response to the threat of violent destruction, communists supported by 
pro-Russian activists organized an around the clock guard of the monu-
ment. From the perspective of pro-Russian protesters, the threat was posed 
by “Banderists” and “nationalists” from Kyiv and western Ukraine, who 
wanted to destroy “our monuments” and steal “our past”. The Lenin mon-
ument thus became the main site and symbol of pro-Russian mobilisa-
tion – an “empty signifier” that carries no ideological value (except maybe 
for communists) but marks local identity as being “anti-Kyiv”. 

The physical confrontation between the pro-Russian defenders of the 
Lenin monument, who had erected a tent camp on Svobody Square, and 
the Euromaidan activists who had occupied the regional administration 

Plinth of the toppled Lenin monument on Svobody Square with the shrine to the 
Ukrainian soldiers fallen in Donbas, February 2015. © Tatiana Zhurzhenko 
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building on the same square, culminated on March 1 with a pro-Russian 
mob storming the regional administration building. Euromaidan activists 
(among them Serhiy Zhadan) were beaten and humiliated, and the Rus-
sian tricolour appeared for a short time on the roof of the building. The 
Lenin monument on Svobody Square remained the main site of and the 
symbol for the pro-Russian mobilisation during the months that followed, 
and thus a target of the pro-Ukrainian radicals. As already mentioned, the 
Kharkiv Euromaidan was divided on the issue: fearing polarisation and 
further radicalisation, the moderate faction suggested that the monument 
be removed in a legal and civilised way, while some others pointed out that 
it was precisely the delay in resolving this issue that was causing polarisa-
tion and radicalisation. 

The second, more successful, attempt at toppling the Lenin monument 
took place on September 28, 2014, after a mass pro-Ukrainian rally orga-
nized in response to a demonstration held by the communists one day 
earlier. After the rally, the radical part of the protest group (among them 
football ultras and pro-Ukrainian radicals from Hromadska Varta) went 
to Svobody Square and started preparations for removing the monument. 
Deputies from the Svoboda Party and activists from other regions (Sumy, 
Poltava) rushed to Kharkiv in order to support the action. Ihor Baluta, 
the head of the regional administration, did not support a violent demoli-
tion. He and his allies from Narodny Front were concerned about public 
safety in the city and the approval rating of the democratic forces before 
the approaching parliamentary elections. The Siloviki (police and SBU) 
also opposed it, as they were afraid of street violence. One argument raised 
by the opponents was that the massive, heavy statue might damage the 
underground transport system (metro) when it fell (an unjustified fear, as 
the statue later turned out to be hollow). However, the protesters did not 
wait for official permission and started sawing into the legs of the statue. 
According to some witnesses, the activists had studied the technical doc-
umentation of the monument in advance and acted according to a plan. 
They got technical assistance from Kharkiv industrial alpinists who, back 
in 2010, had participated in the protests against the felling of trees in Gorky 
Park. The idea of a swift removal was also supported by Inna Bohoslovska, 
a former MP from the Party of Regions, who had broken with the party at 
the beginning of the Euromaidan. Rumours say that she intends to chal-
lenge Gennady Kernes in the upcoming mayoral elections and has inf lu-
ence on some radical activists. In the end, the regional administration gave 
in to the pressure and refrained from interfering in the toppling of the 
monument. The action was post factum legitimised by referring to an old 
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decree issued by President Yushchenko in 2009 ordering the “removal of 
memorials and memorial signs devoted to persons involved in the orga-
nization of the Holodomors and political repressions”. Mayor Gennady 
Kernes has publically promised to restore the monument, and the city 
council has appealed to the court.

As well as outraging the communists and the Anti-Maidan, the demo-
lition of the Lenin monument on Svobody Square sparked a fair amount 
of controversy among other social groups. Characteristically, a new civil 
society initiative, a platform for dialogue with the aim of reducing the 
political polarisation in the city that was organized by the Foundation for 
Local Democracy, held its first session in October 2014 on the question 
“What to do with Lenin?” Among the voices heard at that session were 
some from the groups that saw the demolition of the monument as a prov-
ocation and an act of vandalism. Some leaders of the Kharkiv Euromaidan 
also admitted that it had been done in the wrong way and had undermined 
the credibility of the new authorities. In general, the conf lict around the 
Lenin monument intensified public discussion in the city on what should 
be done with Soviet and communist symbols and monuments, and showed 
the political limits of radical action. In its wake, several civil society initia-
tives have emerged which aim at working systematically with the radical 
and nationalist groups to prevent further unauthorised removal or vandal-
ism of Soviet monuments.

The war on monuments has continued in Kharkiv, however. In Jan-
uary 2015, the monument to Soviet leader Pavel Postyshev, who chaired 
the Communist Party in the Kharkiv region in the early 1930s, was pulled 
down. The adoption of the “decommunisation laws” by the Ukrainian 
parliament on April 9 obviously gave these actions a new impetus: two 
more Lenin statues were toppled in Kharkiv some days later. That same 
month, three more monuments  – statues of communist leaders Sergo 
Ordzhonikidze, Nikolai Rudnev and Yakov Sverdlov – were pulled down 
by the pro-Ukrainian radicals. 

Conclusion

The Euromaidan finally fulfilled a central item on the agenda of Yush-
chenko’s government  – the de-Sovietisation of the urban landscape  – 
albeit in a radical, violent way. This radicalism was partly a response to the 
unlawful, violent actions of the local authorities in the era of Yanukovych, 
as in the case of the provocative destruction of Yuriy Shevelyov’s memo-
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rial plaque. The war on memorials has been particularly violent and polar-
izing in the east of Ukraine, especially in Kharkiv, which remains a polit-
ically and ideologically contested city. The question, however, is how to 
channel radicalism into law-abiding political action. Kharkiv needs a plat-
form, an open public space where the future of its urban identity and cul-
tural landscape can be discussed and negotiated. The main obstacles for a 
new compromise are the continuing political polarisation, the persisting 
threat of pro-Russian separatism and a Russian intervention, and the rel-
ative weakness of the pro-Ukrainian political forces. Another question is 
how the planned decentralisation reform, which is supposed to empower 
the regions and local communities, fits in with the new decommunisation 
laws, which limit the authority of the local councils and give them only 
six months to completely remove the Soviet monuments and symbols and 
change geographic names and toponyms.

This article is based on a paper delivered at the conference ‘Kharkiv – City of 
Ukrainian Culture’ which took place at the Harriman Institute – Centre for Rus-
sian, Eurasian and East European Studies, Columbia University, on 12-13  March 
2015. A German translation of this paper was previously published under the  title 
“Erinnerungskonf likte. Gedenkpolitik im postsowjetischen Charkiv”, in Ost
europa, 4 (2015).

Tatiana Zhurzhenko, political scientist, is research director of the “Russia in 
Global Dialogue” and “Ukraine in European Dialogue” at the Institute for Hu-
man Sciences (IWM), Vienna.
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Notes

 1 The programme Pervaia Stolitsa [The First Capital], produced by the Kharkiv jour-
nalist Konstantin Kevorkian, was one such ambivalent attempt to reinvent the local 
history. His popular version of Kharkiv’s history was presented as a documentary 
series on local television and later published as a collection of historical essays (Kev-
orkian, 2002). Although the title of his programme, Pervaia Stolitsa, refers to the 
years 1919-1934, when Kharkiv was the capital of Soviet Ukraine, the “golden age” 
of the city according to Kevorkian was the end of the 19th century, a period of rapid 
economic growth and cultural f lourishing. Thus, his version of Kharkiv history 
tried to reconcile Soviet and Russian imperial narratives with local Ukrainian nar-
ratives and symbols. Kevorkian sees the path to Kharkiv’s renewed prosperity and 
cultural revival in economic regionalisation and in turning the city into the “shadow 
capital of the Russian-speaking culture in Ukraine”. The main obstacles to this sce-
nario, according to him, are the “Ukrainian nationalists”, who are unable to accept 
the cultural specificity of Kharkiv. According to Kevorkian, Kharkiv as a merchant 
centre and a mediator between Ukraine and Russia could become a capitalist “small 
tiger” – liberal, multicultural and indifferent to the issue of national identity.

 2 More details in: Zhurzhenko (2011). 
 3 More details in: Zhurzhenko (2011).
 4 [Kharkovites blame Oplot for the kidnapping of the UPA memorial], www.day.kiev.

ua/ru/news/260413-v-pohishchenii-pamyatnika-upa-harkovchane-obvinyayut-oplot 
 5 Ukaz Prezydenta Ukrayiny No. 432/2009. Pro dodatkovi zaxody shchodo vshanuvan-

nya pam’yati zhertv Holodomoru 1932-1933 rokiv v Ukrayini [Decree no. 432/2009 
of the President of Ukraine. On additional measures regarding honouring of the memo-
rial to the victims of the Holodomor 1932-1933 in Ukraine], http://www.president.gov.
ua/documents/9448.html

 6 The Lenin monument on Svobody Square was toppled in September 2014. More in -
formation further on in section 2.3 of this article.

 7 www.umoloda.kiev.ua/print/91/45/63259/ 
 8 Mykhajlyn, I., & Shevel’ov, Y., et al, http://blogs.telekritika.ua/?id=3820 
 9 U Kharkovi popry pereshkody vidkryly doshku Yuriyu Shevel’ovu, www.istpravda.

com.ua/short/2013/09/4/135743/ 
10 U Kharkovi sokyroyu znyshhyly doshku Shevel’ovu [In Kharkiv, the plaque hon-

ouring Shevel’ov is destroyed with an axe], www.istpravda.com.ua/short/ 2013/ 09/ 
25/ 136684/
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11  Oksana Khmel’ovs’ka. Protystoyannya u Kharkovi: vlada poslidovno radyanizuye 
misto. Intelihenciya chynyt’ opir [Opposition in Kharkiv: the authorities are system-
atically vandalising the city], http://tyzhden.ua/Society/90288 

12 U Kharkovi rozpochalys “Shevel’ovs’ki chytannya” [In Kharkiv, the “Shevel’ov read-
ings” have begun], http://tyzhden.ua/News/92740 

13 U Kharkovi tryvayut’ sutychky bilya veletens’koho pam’yatnyka Leninu [In Kharkiv, 
clashes continue near the huge statue of Lenin], www.radiosvoboda.org/content/ 
article/ 25273890.html 

14  Khar’kovskyj Evromajdan otkazalsya snosyt’ pamyatnyk Lenynu [Kharkiv’s Euro-
maidan decides not to take down the statue of Lenin], www.segodnya.ua/regions/
kharkov/harkovskiy-evromaydana-otkazalsya-snosit-pamyatnik-leninu-498532.html
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The history of teaching in Ukraine: 
 two  decades of public, academic and 
 political debates

Introduction

The collapse of the USSR created opportunities for independent countries 
to build a democratic society and to revitalise and rewrite national histo-
ries, a process described by K. Jenkins (2003) in “Refiguring History. New 
thoughts concern an old discipline”. Most of the transformations in these 
societies were initially inf luenced by national movements. In some cases, 
these realities provoked new conf licts between different ethnic and reli-
gious groups. Retrospectively, we can see that a large number of mistakes 
were made by former governments in the construction of the new demo-
cratic states. The most highly contentious decisions refer to the political dis-
course on the new identity crisis and statehood. The political and economic 
situation caused a crisis of public expenditure on education. In all countries, 
new educational systems based on the values of the new society, new edu-
cation acts, competence-based curricula and textbooks were established. 
Nevertheless, in many cases, the governments tried to use textbooks, in 
particular history and social science textbooks, for state ideology discourses. 
Thus, over the last two decades, textbooks have become an important edu-
cational, socialization and political instrument (Kalmus, 2004).

The history curriculum, textbook reforms and public 
 debates in Ukraine 

In most Soviet republics, the process of changing educational systems in 
general, and history teaching in particular, began during the late 1980s 
during Gorbachev’s “glasnost” and “perestroika” (Krylač & Kul‘cickii, 
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1999, p. 163). In 1989, the Central Committee of the Communist Party 
of Ukraine and the Academy of Sciences of the Ukrainian SSR estab-
lished a programme of developing history research in Ukraine (Kul’činskij, 
1995). The Academy of Sciences decided to open up access to all works 
of M. S. Hrushevsky and the work History of Ukraine, and to use it as a 
background for learning and teaching the history of Ukraine (Krylač & 
Kul‘cickii, 1999).1

The collapse of the USSR and the formation of the independent state 
of Ukraine signalled the beginning of democratic reforms in all spheres of 
life. All political, economic and social changes have direct links to edu-
cation, since the Soviet ideology and mentality had to be replaced with a 
new one. The constitution, the legislation on education, and others formed 
a new legal framework for the educational system in Ukraine. The most 
important laws in the field of education are the law of Ukraine on educa-
tion, adopted in 1991,2 and the national programme “Education: Osvita. 
Ukraijna XXI st. (Ukraine in the 21st Century)”, adopted in 1992 at the 
First National Congress of Teachers (Dietzsch, 2006; Volovic, 1998).3 The 
constitution, the Ukrainian laws and Ukrainian society are based on the 
principles of democracy and eliminating the practices of the authoritarian 
Soviet regime. Until today, education in Ukraine has remained the respon-
sibility of the state, with the central state bodies deciding the shape of 
educational policies. Thus, the Ukrainian educational system still remains 
highly centralised today. The Ministry of Education is the main body in 
the decision-making process when it comes to curricula content and text-
book production (Dietsch, 2006, pp. 79; 88). With regard to the nation-
alities living in Ukraine, the law on citizenship made all those officially 
resident in the country at the moment of its official approval citizens of 
Ukraine (October 1991), and removed the nationality line in the internal 
identification document. The law on national minorities ( June 1992), based 
on the Declaration of the Rights of Nationalities of Ukraine (November 
1991) “guarantees to all nations and national groups the right to use their 
mother tongue in all spheres of public life, including education, admin-
istration and the reception and dispersal of information” ( Janmaat, 2000, 
pp. 64-65). If the laws on national rights in Ukraine appeared to very lib-
eral, the reality is different, and we have observed a huge effort by the state 
in post-Soviet Ukraine to Ukrainianise public life. The new constitution 
of Ukraine, which was approved on June 1, 1996, confirmed the status of 
Ukrainian as the sole state language, but the constitution also guarantees 
“the free development, use and protection of Russian and other languages 
of national minorities of Ukraine” (Verkhovna Rada, 1996, Art. 10).4
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At the end of 1980s, Ukraine began the process of rewriting and revis-
ing the historical period affected by Soviet ideology. During the 1990s, 
Ukraine was marked by a movement for sovereignty and construction 
of an independent state and nation. History became a powerful politi-
cal instrument in the hands of politicians and intellectuals in the process 
of underlining the legitimacy of the state (Dietsch, 2006, pp. 8-9; 49-50). 
After gaining its independence, Ukraine’s strategic priority became to cre-
ate a national historical image. Because Ukraine had never been a nation 
state before 1991, the “Ukrainian Project” (the Ukrainian People’s Repub-
lic, the Ukrainska Narodnaya Respublika/UNR 1918) (pp. 50-51) – the 
creation of a new ideology and national history that would legitimise the 
Ukrainian statehood – was paramount. As J. Dietsch correctly observed, 
independent Ukraine is still very much affected by the past. According 
to the present interpretation of Ukrainian historians, Kievan Rus rep-
resents the first attempt at Ukrainian state-building (Dietsch, 2006; 
Gil’kes, 2000; Giric, 2000; Gricak, 2000; Ijlge, 2000; Karmazine, 2000). 
Thus, nation-building in Ukraine is part of official educational policy at 
all  levels.5 

Rediscovering and reinterpreting Ukrainian history

Since 1991, when Ukraine became an independent country, the process of 
writing and rewriting history has gained more ground. This process has 
a direct effect on school history curricula and textbooks. One of the first 
Ukrainian manuals for teachers and pupils on Ukrainian history was O. 
Subtelny’s work (1988), which was translated and published in 1991 in the 
Ukrainian language (Subtel’nyj, 1991). Another manual was published by 
F. H. Turchenko (1994). These two works also involved the Ukrainian dias-
pora in rediscovering national Ukrainian history. In 1991, one of the first 
experimental textbooks for higher-level classes of secondary school was 
published (Koval’ et al, 1991). This was actually the first Ukrainian text-
book where the authors focused exclusively on national history; it was used 
in schools from the 1991-1992 school year onwards. The history of Russia 
became part of world history. The book was published in both Ukrainian 
and Russian with a print run of 760,000 copies (Krylach & Kul’cickij, 
1999, p. 164). In 1993-1994, another experimental textbook for high school 
classes in Ukrainian and Russian was published, which was based on the 
concept of history teaching elaborated by the Institute of History of the 
Academy of Science of Ukraine (Kul’čyckyi, Kurnosov & Koval’, 1993). 
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500,000 copies of the book were published for Ukrainian schools, and it 
was later translated into Russian for minority groups (300,000 copies in 
1994/1995), as well as Hungarian and Romanian (Krylach & Kul’cickij, 
1999, p. 164). As an alternative for higher-level school classes, another text-
book appeared in 1994-1995, published by the Geneza Publishing House 
(Turchenko, 2014; Turchenko, Panchenko, & Tymchenko, 2015). The 
books were prepared according to the new school curriculum of the His-
tory of Ukraine, and contained more maps, pictures, sources etc. than the 
previous textbooks. Around one million copies of these textbooks were 
published. The first generation of Ukrainian history textbooks differs from 
their Soviet counterparts; the textbooks focus primarily on the history 
of Ukraine as a state, power and political movement, which are linked 
with nation-building. The relationship between “natives” and “foreign-
ers” is treated through terms of “occupation”, “oppression”, “exploitation”, 
“struggle”, etc. (Hyrych & Verbytska, 2010). The new textbooks did not 
meet expectations and were criticised by some political leaders.6 

The official programme of history teaching in the Ukrainian schools 
approved by the Ministry of Education in 1996 stated that lesson no. 42 
in the 10th grade was designed to cover “the occupation regime and the 
establishment of the anti-Nazi movement in Ukraine”, which was to be a 
“basic concept” with which all pupils should be familiar (Dietsch, 2006, 
p. 164; Ministerstvo osvity Ukrainy, 1996). According to the school cur-
riculum, history is one of the most important school topics in Ukrainian 
education, and one of the course’s objectives is to “educate pupils in a patri-
otic spirit so that they cultivate a love for their nation” ( Janmaat, 2006, 
p. 361; Ministerstvo osvity Ukrainy, 1996, p. 9). The history curriculum 
from 1998 includes aspects of educational and social development based 
on principles of humanism and democracy, “tolerance, unprejudiced per-
ceptions and a positive attitude toward other nationalities” (Ministerstvo 
osvity Ukrainy, 1998, pp. 3-4). This structure of history teaching was also 
used during the Soviet era, when one course focused on USSR history 
(Istoria SSSR), another on world history and a third on the history of the 
Ukrainian SSR (Istoria Ukrainskoi SSR). 

The history curriculum is divided equally into two compulsory courses: 
a History of Ukraine (Istoria Ukrainy) and World History (Vsesvitnia isto-
ria), and one optional course dealing with regional or local history (Isto-
ria ridnogo kraiu) (Dietsch, 2006, p. 150). Each teacher can decide on the 
amount of time given to a topic and add topics relevant to their region. 
For example, in Odessa, pupils study Bulgarian history, in Crimea the his-
tory of Tatars, etc. (Bennett, 1999), and the textbooks from the regions of 
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Poltava, Zaporizhie and Kamenets-Podilsky are focused on their own his-
tory since prehistoric times or just on 20th century events (Bilous’ko & 
Suprunenko, 2004; Ribak, 2004a; 2004b; Ignatusa, Tkachenko & Turch-
enko, 2003). The 1998 programme deals more with political history than 
with social, cultural and life issues (Davletov, 2000).

The history of the 20th century was and remains today a debated topic 
in all European countries. In Ukraine, for example, seminars and training 
events were also organized for teachers on this subject. In June 1997, a sem-
inar took place in Lviv on “Initial in-service training of history teachers 
in European countries on democratic transition”; later, in October 1997, 
it was followed by other seminar in Chernivtsy on “Central and Eastern 
Europe as a historical region: the problem of integration in 20th century 
world history”. The following year, in 1998, the Council of Europe and 
the Ukrainian authorities organized other seminar in Yalta on “The reform 
of 20th century world history curricula in secondary schools with special 
reference to controversial and sensitive subjects and the role of famous his-
torical persons” (Pometun, 1998).

The debates regarding the content of the new history textbooks 
involved the Ukrainian parliament as well.7 In May 1997, V. Kuy’ev and 
E. Krasniakov, members of parliament, wrote a letter to the president of 
the Ukrainian parliament, A. Moroz, in which they stressed the mislead-
ing interpretation of the historical facts by the new textbooks. In this sit-
uation, the Ministry of Education had to prepare an expert report on the 
contents of a textbook written by F. G. Turchenko et al. The Institute of 
the History of Ukraine set up a commission with S. Kul’cockii, V. Vers-
tiuk, V. Danilenko and M. Koval’. In the end, the members of the commis-
sion declared that the members of parliament were right in one statement 
in their letter, that “the historical facts should be treated in the textbooks 
without emotion”. The authors of the textbook demonstrated that the old 
Soviet-Stalinist scheme of history is false, and they gave a new interpreta-
tion of the history of the 20th century. Parliamentarians did not discover 
concrete mistakes in the textbook, and it is likely that their initiative was 
linked to the nostalgia of all the people who were born and educated in 
the Soviet times.

The public debates around 20th century history were provoked in 2005 
by an initiative of the communist members of parliament regarding the 
role of the USSR in WWII. In reaction to this initiative, a group of well-
known historians addressed an open letter to the President of Ukraine 
and the parliament, and largely criticised the communist campaign ( Jan-
maat, 2011, p. 89). The discussions around history teaching in Ukraine 
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have continued following the publishing of the new concept of the his-
tory of Ukraine and world history teaching in Ukraine in 2009 between 
teachers and politicians, including members of the Ukrainian parliament.8 

In the current curriculum in Ukraine, history is a compulsory subject 
on the list of the final exams for the 11th grade. History is taught as an 
ordinary course in the history of Ukraine from ancient times to the pres-
ent day as one lesson per week from the 5th grade onwards. According to 
the school programme, this course is designed to “prepare pupils for suc-
cessful appropriation of historical knowledge in later classes, form in chil-
dren the beginnings of an imagination of the most important pages of the 
history of the Ukrainian people, raise enthusiasm for Ukraine’s past and a 
desire to learn more about it, and implant in schoolchildren a love of his-
tory as a science of past humanity” (Ministerstvo osvity Ukrainy, 1998, 
p. 5). During the 6th grade, pupils proceed to learn world history from 
ancient times to the fall of the western part of the Roman Empire. From 
the 7th grade onwards, students study two parallel courses on Ukrainian 
and world history until the 11th grade. 

In 1998, Yu. Temirov, N. Temorvskaya and I. Todorov, from Donetsk 
State University, tried for the first time to prepare an integrated course of 
the history of Ukraine for the 10th grade (1914-1945), without making a 
big impact and without support from their colleagues and school audience 
(Davletov, 2000, p. 169). In the same year, participants of the seminar on 
teaching history of 20th century also discussed the idea of an integrated 
course of world and national history, but the Ukrainian authorities and his-
torians did not support it.9

J. Dietsch (2006) observes that the structure of history teaching, cur-
ricular content and textbooks echoes that of Soviet times, and that “the 
Ukrainian Orange Revolution (2004) was linked not just to the political 
situation in the country, but also to trends of what and how a Ukrainian 
nation should be” (p. 64). The curriculum includes the topics that have 
to be taught consistently around the country, and in which grade and les-
son. Also, like in Soviet era, the school curriculum stipulates what is to 
be included in textbooks, in which chapters etc. Hence, the content of 
history courses might have changed in Ukraine during last decade, but 
structurally they have remained close to their Soviet precedents.  History 
teachers were advised to stress national pride and patriotism, the strug-
gle of the Ukrainian people against foreign invaders, the establishment 
of the Ukrainian nation, etc. (Dietsch, 2006, pp. 150-151). However, 
one of the most diff icult periods remained the history of the 20th cen-
tury (p. 152).
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Table 1: Structure of history teaching in Ukraine10

No. Educational level Grades Discipline Content

1. Primary 3 (4) History General course
2. Secondary 5 Introduction to the 

history of Ukraine
Medieval, 19th-20th 
century

6 World history Antiquity 

7 World History Medieval period

History of Ukraine Medieval period
8 World history First half of the 16th 

- end of the 18th 
 century

History of Ukraine From Lublinck  Union 
to the mid-18th 
 century

9 World history Second half of the 
18th - beginning of 
the 20th century

History of Ukraine 19th - beginning of 
the 20th century

3. High school 10 World history First half of the 20th 
century

History of Ukraine 1914-1939
11 World history 1939 onwards

History of Ukraine 1939 onwards

For each course of history, there is one set of textbooks approved by the 
Ministry of Education, which is the main institution responsible for curric-
ular content, approving and producing textbooks, etc. Each year, the Min-
istry of Education, the National Academy of Sciences of Ukraine and the 
Academy of Pedagogical Sciences of Ukraine, along with publishers, run 
competitions for new textbooks (Dietsch, 2006, p. 89). Every year, the Min-
istry of Education approves and publishes a list of textbooks recommended 
for use in each class. Before including them in this list, the textbooks have 
to go through a process of review, testing, revision and then recommenda-
tion for use. In the process of reviewing the history textbooks, scholars and 
experts from different educational and research institutions are involved.

In 2010, the Minister of Education, D. Tabachnik, declared that the new 
concept of history teaching in Ukraine should be friendlier in relation to 
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Russia. In this context, J. Boldyrev, a member of parliament, mentioned 
that for two decades, the concept of history education focused on the fact 
that for 300 years, Ukrainians were under Russian domination, and that 
now they understood that this was not the case. Thus, the new concept 
should mention that Ukrainians together with Russians built the empire 
and later the USSR. However, A. German (2010) from the Ukrainian 
presidential office was against the Ministry of Education initiative, claim-
ing that Ukrainian history does not have to be inf luenced by Soviet ideol-
ogy (Shishkin, 2010, pp. 194-195). Thus, as we can see, the political debate 
surrounding history education in Ukraine is still very current.

Conclusions

History as a school discipline remains a part of the centralised system11. All 
curricula and textbooks have to be approved and recommended by the Min-
istry of Education. However, we can see many changes in the Ukrainian 
history teaching process and textbooks from 1990s compared to the 2000s, 
“from a somewhat stronger ethno-nationalism bias to a somewhat less eth-
no-centric bias” (Kas’ janov, 2011, p. 27). A general characteristic of the 
Ukrainian history textbooks is the lack of mention of ethnic minorities 
and lack of interest in Ukrainian textbooks for neighbouring countries. For 
example, Romania and Moldova are presented occasionally, and often in 
terms of military conf licts. No references are made to the society, culture, 
religion, or everyday life of the region. Nothing is mentioned about Roma-
nian communities in Ukraine, nor about Ukrainian ethnicity on the terri-
tories of contemporary Moldova and Romania. Even though more than 100 
ethnic groups live in Ukraine, the history textbooks are focused more on the 
notion of one country, one nation, and one history. I. Hyrych and P. Ver-
bytska have pointed out very well the purpose of Ukrainian textbooks “We 
shouldn’t present Ukrainian history as the history of Ukrainian ethnicity. 
Based on the postulate of the political nation and the thesis of the adoption 
of “foreign” culture’s achievements on the Ukrainian territory as “native”, 
we need a tolerant story about the fate of the Polish, Russian, Jewish and 
other national minorities in Ukraine.” (Hyrych & Verbytska, 2010, p. 366).

Natalia Yakovenko (2008a) also illustrated very well the situation of 
“the Other’s image” in Ukrainian textbooks, which depend on Soviet his-
toriography. Maryan Mudryi (2008) considers that the Ukrainian history 
is built on Soviet patterns. In this context, J. G. Janmaat (2000) considers 
“the fact that Ukraine had never had a period of sustained independency 
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‘cruelly’ interrupted by Russian/Soviet ‘occupation’ meant that no justi-
fication could be found for an exclusionary policy (i.e. there was no ”his-
torical injustice“ to be resolved). This makes the choice for an inclusive 
approach understandable” (p. 84).

A survey of school leavers conducted by the ‘Nova Doba’ association 
in partnership with the Democratic Initiatives Foundation in 2008/2009 
shows an interesting result. “In the students’ opinion, the uniting factors 
of Ukraine as a single nation are the wish to build a better life in the coun-
try – 50%, and equal rights of the citizens of Ukraine, common state lan-
guage, patriotic feelings of the citizens, common history – 25.3%, while 
only 20.6% of students feel that they are a part of Ukrainian citizenship, 
which testifies to the low degree of formation of their understanding of 
the political nation. Many students are advocates of a strong power in 
Ukraine” (Verbytska, 2009, p. 227). At the same time, most of pupils of 
the same age consider that “Their goal to build a better future together” 
(Hyrych & Verbytska, 2010, p. 359).

In 2008, the Ukrainian Institute of National Memory founded a mon-
itoring commission for Ukrainian history textbooks in order to analyse 
how critical thinking is developed by current history curricula and text-
books. The results of this work stress “a paradoxical disparity between the 
challenges of today and school textbooks” (Yakovenko, 2008a). P. Ver-
bytska describes this situation very well: 

“The existing majority of history textbooks stresses the ethnocentric 
vision of history, leaving aside the principles of multiethnicity, mul-
ticulturalness and multireligiuosness – the priorities of modern school 
didactics in open societies; ref lects Ukrainian society’s unity as an eth-
nic, linguistic and religious entity; identifies monocultural community 
with social lower suppressed strata. These textbooks form a pessimis-
tic understanding of Ukraine with the colonial status and the inferior-
ity complex. Ukrainian society is represented in them with suppressed 
lower strata, while the motivations of various society groups are not paid 
attention to. As a result, the commission concluded that modern history 
textbooks do not correspond either to the modern state of historical sci-
ence nor to the needs of society or the state standards. The modern text-
books do not present the variant of the collective identity which would 
satisfy the needs of the integration and consolidation of Ukrainian soci-
ety and would correspond to the modern-day challenges. Thus, a par-
adoxical gap in time between modern-day challenges and school text-
books needs to be remedied.”12
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The history text books stress an ethnocentric vision of history and are 
dominated by political and military history (Hyrych & Verbytska, 2010, 
p. 359), but the biggest problem is described as follows: “History textbooks 
give a mythologised version of the Ukrainian nation’s origin and mix 
up the notions of ethnicity and nation, representing the existence of the 
nation as a linear, teleological, continuous and uninterrupted process from 
the pre-historical epoch.”13

In recent years, the Ukrainian authorities have also supported other prin-
ciples and perspectives in education. These include developing historical 
thinking, and furthering the education of Ukrainian patriots and European 
citizens. However, history also should teach pupils that they are citizens of 
their country, Europe and the whole world as well (Dietsch, 2006).14

In the work of I. Katchanovski from 2005, a comparative analysis was 
made of the Tatars and the Gagauz people, two Turkish minorities from 
Ukraine and Moldova, which have many historic similarities and differ-
ences:

“The education system in the Soviet Union prompted convergence of 
political cultures of different ethnic groups. However, in the case of 
Crimean Tatars this mechanism of socialisation reinforced their differ-
ences from Russians, Ukrainians and Gagauz. Soviet historical text-
books and literary texts emphasised military conf licts between Crimean 
Tatars and Ukrainian and Russian Cossacks, slave raids by Crimean 
Tatars and military help provided by the Russian government to the 
Gagauz, Bulgarian and other Orthodox Christian people of the Otto-
man Empire. The history of World War II in Soviet textbooks presented 
Crimean Tatars as Nazi collaborators and ignored the ethnic cleansing 
of Crimean Tatars by the Soviet government. Soviet mass media and 
popular culture promoted similar historical images of Crimean Tatars 
and Gagauz.” (p. 891)

Under President V. Yanukovych, the policy of historical memory turned 
to the rudimentary Soviet discourse. Since 2010, education has returned 
to the 11-grade system from the 12-grade system, which affects the cur-
ricula and textbooks. According to the high school curriculum (2010), his-
tory is taught for one lesson per week. The history textbooks for the 11th 
grade have become shorter and have shifted to the “classical Soviet histo-
riography scheme”. For example, in the new textbook, the chapter for-
merly entitled “Ukraine during World War II” is now called “The Great 
Patriotic War”. P. Verbytska characterised the situation of history teach-
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ing in Ukraine thus: “Our textbooks, especially on the history of Ukraine, 
still contain elements of xenophobia, cultural and ethnic intolerance, and 
gender chauvinism.”15

Since 2011, the new approaches to teaching history have been intro-
duced according the basic and secondary education standards, which stress 
reinforcement of the role of history as the main identity-forming sub-
ject, which teaches students dignity, human rights and democracy, and 
develops students’ positive attitude towards common European values.16 
In this situation, if there is no consensus within Ukrainian society con-
cerning a common historical past, the history curricula and the textbooks 
should be rewritten by Ukrainian scholars according to actual democratic 
requirements and needs (Verstiuk, 2011), with more attention paid to other 
minorities living in Ukraine and to its neighbours. “Together in One Land. 
A Multicultural History of Ukraine”, a new textbook by the Nova Doba 
All-Ukrainian Association of Teachers of History and Social Studies is a 
good example of achieving such a goal.17 

English language translation provided by the author. 

Sergiu Musteat,ă is the Dean of History and Geography Faculty at the Ion Creangă 
Pedagogical State University, Chișinău, Republic of Moldova.
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Politics of history in Ukraine since the 
change of government in the spring of 2014 

Introduction

It is inconsistency above all else that has characterised the politics of  history 
in Ukraine since the country gained its independence in 1991, as is true in 
most of the republics of the former Soviet Union. As a result of a  profound 
crisis in the social sciences and the absence of appropriate institutions, the 
state  gradually acquired an ever greater dominance over the cultures of 
memory in the country, which in turn resulted in multiple course changes 
in the politics of history, particularly in the 2000-2010 period: the “Orange 
 Revolution” of 2004/05, for example, or the turnaround in 2010 after  Victor 
Yanukovych took office. During this period, various political groupings 
ruthlessly exploited key issues related to the past for their own purposes, 
considerably exacerbating the difficulties associated with the analy tical reap-
praisal of those issues and processes of consensus finding in society. 

Though the events in Ukraine over the past year have altered the status 
of non-governmental organizations in discussions relating to the past, the 
state remains the primary actor in this arena, particularly as its recent ven-
tures in the politics of history are buttressed by majority approval. 

State holidays and observances remain an effective tool for strengthen-
ing identities and communicating images of history. These holidays and 
observances are proclaimed by the president or the legislature, in the form 
of a state calendar encompassing official state holidays, anniversaries and 
days of remembrance, and their celebration or observance is planned and 
carried out by government authorities. The small group of major state hol-
idays, the canonical holidays as it were, provide only limited opportuni-
ties for modification or reinterpretation, integrated as they are within the 
country’s festival culture. They are therefore characterised by a certain 
enduring stability throughout the entire post-Soviet space. 

Politics of history in Ukraine 
since the change of govern-
ment 2014
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For that reason, at the start of each year, the Ukrainian parliament (Verk-
hovna Rada) regularly supplements those canonical state holidays with a list 
of anniversaries and days of remembrance to be celebrated or observed at 
the national level. This year was no exception: with a decision dated Febru-
ary 11, 2015, the Verkhovna Rada approved just such a list of  supplementary 
observances for the current year. On each of the 60 occasions on that list – 
days of remembrance and anniversaries scattered throughout the year – a 
spotlight is trained on the exemplary life achievements of a selected public 
figure (from the domains of the culture and the arts, science, the military, or 
politics) or some memorable event in the form of mass propaganda and educa-
tional activities (public lectures, exhibitions, etc, including events for younger 
and older students), offering the local and the national media with occasions 
to inform the public. A comparison of the decision adopted this February 
with similar parliamentary decisions from past year sheds light on the objec-
tives of and the latest developments in the new cabinet’s politics of history. In 
addition to the parliament’s list, we will look at presidential decrees and rel-
evant government decisions either currently under preparation or that have 
been released since power changed hands one year ago. We will also look, 
albeit only brief ly, at four pieces of legislation, pertaining to the history of 
the totalitarian regime, the struggle for liberation in the Ukraine and World 
War II, that were enacted shortly before the editorial deadline for this paper. 

Politics of history in the shadow of the Russian-Ukrainian conflict 

During an interview televised by the German public broadcaster ARD on 
January 7, 2015, Ukraine’s Prime Minister Arsenii Yatsenyuk created con-
siderable confusion by equating the current Russian-Ukrainian conf lict with 
the Soviet invasion of Ukraine and Germany. As government’s press service 
attempted to duck the f lurry of follow-up questions this elicited,  Volodymyr 
Viatrovych, the director of the Ukrainian National  Memory Institute, came 
under pressure to provide an explanation. Yatsenyuk,  Viatrovych clarified, 
had been referring to the events in January of 1918, when Bolshevist troops 
from the Soviet Union marched into Ukraine. Though it is still not clear 
how well this interpretation matches Yatsenyuk’s own, Viatrovych’s expla-
nation does at any rate clearly indicate how the Russian-Ukrainian conf lict 
is being interpreted in the politics of history.

The fighting in Donbas and the annexation of Crimea are being framed 
and understood as a key battle in a centuries-old war of liberation fought 
against Russian colonialism and Moscow’s great-power aspirations. Propo-
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nents of this interpretation like to draw historical parallels with the short-
lived Ukrainian People’s Republic (UNR: Ukrains’ka Narodnia  Respublika), 
whose armies fought the ‘Russian-Bolshevist’ troops. In popular depictions 
of history highly complex societal processes that played out in Ukrainian 
territories between 1918 and 1921 are reduced to their military and ethnic 
dimensions and are portrayed as a war of independence fought by Ukrai-
nians against Russian Bolsheviks. The image of the UNR is noticeably 
enhanced in these portrayals, a treatment that contrasts sharply with that 
of the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic. The Law “… on the condem-
nation of the communist and national socialist (Nazi) totalitarian regimes 
…” of 9 April 2015 refers to the Communist regime in Ukraine from 1917 
to 1991 as criminal, and draws a connection between the reestablishment 
of independence in 1991 and the history of the UNR. 

Thus, it is not surprising that the list of state observances defined in 
the parliamentary decisions of February 11, 2015 provides for the remem-
brance for another four commanders of the UNR army and the 95th anni-
versary of the Battle of Warsaw, in which the Red Army suffered defeat at 
the hands of Polish-Ukrainian troops. The emphasis on historical victories 
and their dissemination by the media fits in with the programme aimed at 
strengthening the Ukrainian army announced by the government.

In the wake of the annexation of Crimea and the outbreak of the armed 
conf licts in Donbas, the president took additional decisions pertaining to 
state holidays that were intended to underline Ukraine’s break with the 
Soviet legacy. Two of these decisions are particularly fraught with symbol-
ism. Firstly, alongside the 9th of May, the traditional Day of Victory in the 
‘Great Patriotic War’ (Ukrainian: Den’ Peremohy; Russian: Den’ Pobedy), 
Poroshenko proclaimed the 8th of May as the ‘Day of Remembrance and 
Reconciliation’ per decree. Secondly, he cancelled observance of ‘Day of 
the Defenders of the Fatherland’ (originally known as the ‘Day of the Soviet 
Army and Navy’). Under the old Soviet tradition, this day was celebrated 
on the 23rd of February in Ukraine, as in Russia. The same presidential 
decree created the new ‘Day of the Defender of Ukraine’ on the 14th of 
October. This is the date on which Orthodox and Uniate Christians cel-
ebrate Pokrova, the Feast of the Intercession of the Holy Virgin (Pokrova 
Presvyatoi Bohorodytsi). Pokrova has also coincided with observance of the 
‘Day of Ukrainian Cossacks’ since 1999 (the Virgin Mary was particularly 
revered as a protectress by the Zaporozhian Cossacks). Poroshenko referred 
to these traditions in the address he gave after he signed the decree, but 
he failed to mention that the new observance also falls on the ‘Day of the 
Ukrainian Insurgent Army’ (UPA: Ukrains’ka Povstans’ka Armiia), which 
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is at least as familiar to many Ukrainians as the Pokrova holy day is: the 
UPA is not uncontentious in many regions of the country. It remains to be 
seen how well the Ukrainian population will take to the new ‘Day of the 
Defenders of Ukraine’, since 23rd of February was one of the most popular 
of Soviet holidays, nicely bookending International Women’s Day ( 8th of 
March) as it did. For the present, one can note that the public reaction to the 
president’s decisions has been quite positive in conjunction with the Rus-
sian army’s role in the annexation of Crimea and the conf lict in Donbas.

The Ukrainian Institute of National Memory1

The most important institutional context for implementation of the new 
politics of history was created in 2014 in conjunction with the early presi-
dential and parliamentary elections. The political platforms of the parties of 
Poroshenko and Yatsenyuk, which hold a majority in the new parliament 
between them, include a commitment to consolidate the Ukrainian identity 
and the national memory. A multi-fraction group on “memory and com-
mon understanding” was set up in the parliament, and it works closely with 
the Ukrainian Institute of National Memory, which was established in 2006 
at the initiative of President Yushchenko. During Yanukovych’s presidency a 
Communist Party member was appointed to lead the institute and its activ-
ities were virtually suspended. Re-established after the most recent change 
of government, the institute has been stocked with extensive expertise and 
acts as the central state authority for issues related to the politics of history. 
Since March 2014, the institute has been led by Volodymyr Viatrovych, a 
Ukrainian historian and archivist whose main research interest is the his-
tory of the Ukrainian nationalist movement. His latest book on this subject 
was received with some scepticism by both Western and Russian historians. 

Since Ukraine’s institute, unlike its Polish prototype (Instytut Pamięci 
Narodowej), has no archival holdings of its own as yet, it sees the “reestab-
lishment the national memory and identity” as its most important duty. 
The institute takes an active role in the de-Sovietisation of public space 
(removal of monuments to Lenin, renaming of streets, etc.) and has helped 
draw up a raft of parliamentary and cabinet decisions. It also participated in 
the drafting of the legislation adopted on April 9. One piece of that legis-
lation, “On access to archives of the repressive bodies …” provides for the 
organization of special archives which will constitute part of the institute. 
The law sets aside the requirements for the protection of personal data in 
connection with the use of these files. Earlier plans of the institute’s direc-
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tor to bring together (partial) holdings from local archives within the insti-
tute’s archives have drawn criticism in professional circles for violating the 
principle that archival collections should remain intact as well as for repre-
senting a virtually insurmountable logistical challenge, an open letter from 
the Association of Ukrainian Archivists serves as a recent example.

History of Kievan Rus, the medieval state, still contentious 

The decision of the Verkhovna Rada of February 11, 2015 to commemorate 
the 1000th anniversary of the death of Prince Volodymyr of Kiev was con-
firmed two weeks later in a Decree of the President. In addition to reiterat-
ing the great role played by the medieval state and Prince Volodymyr himself 
in the creation of the Ukrainian nation and their significance for the 1000-
year tradition of statehood, this document contains the first official use of the 
term UkrayinaRus, which the Ukrainian historian and politician Mykhailo 
Hrushevsky used in his seminal work to express the continuous historical 
developments on Ukrainian lands from the Middle Ages to the modern era.

These decisions were seen in Moscow as an attempt hijack Kievan Rus 
and drew severe criticism from many, including representatives of the anti-
Maidan movement. After President Putin’s remarks on the sacred signifi-
cance that the Crimean peninsula, where the beatified Volodymyr is said 
to have been baptised, the topic is freighted with more potential for con-
f lict than ever. One of the celebrations under the aegis of the Moscow 
Patriarchate of the Orthodox Church that had been provisionally arrange 
will not take place in Ukraine. One can expect the subject to generate 
increased attention in the Ukrainian and Russian media this summer.

New reading of a city’s history 

Another entry on the list of remembrance days and anniversaries reveals a 
great deal about the latest trends in the politics of history in Ukraine. 

This September, as it does every year, the city of Odesa (Russian: Odessa) 
will celebrate ‘City Day’ marking the anniversary of its founding. This 
time around though that founding is not being dated to 1794, as it has in 
the past, but to 1415, the year the city appears in the historical record for 
the first time. A small settlement called Kachybei2 3 (Turkish: Hacıbey, 
Khadzhibey) originally existed at the site, it was later built up into a for-
tress under Ottoman rule. The fact of the port settlement’s existence long 
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before Russia annexed both it and the territory around it has never been 
contested, and it is well documented in the historical and archaeological 
record. Nonetheless, in the collective memory the foundation of Odesa has 
remained closely linked with the Russian Army’s siege of Khadzhibey and 
the subsequent annexation of the entire territory north of the Black Sea.

The proposal to celebrate the 600th anniversary of the city of Odesa this 
year is not new: it was originally put forth by a municipal citizen’s initia-
tive, which counted local historians among its members. Behind the par-
liament’s decision to support that initiative and provide for the festivities, 
one can discern an attempt to bolster the spirits of the city’s pro-Ukrainian 
residents, answer the speculation about the New Russia (Novorossiya) and 
how it should ‘return’ to Russia, and challenge the ‘Odessa – Russian City’ 
myth. Odesa’s history is particularly relevant here because between the 
1820s and the 1870s Odesa was the centre of the Novorossyisk General 
Government. At that time, this political-administrative entity encompassed 
three governates – Ekaterinoslav, Taurida and Kherson – all lying within 
the territory of modern-day Ukraine by the Black and the Azov Seas. 
Pushing the city’s founding back nearly four centuries places the start of the 
city’s ‘biography’ in a completely different epoch: that of the Polish-Lithua-
nian state, which plays a central role in the Ukrainian national narrative as 
a bridge between Kievan Rus and the pre-modern Cossack state. 

From a scholarly standpoint, there is seldom a solid basis for city ‘ jubilees’, 
but they do enjoy enormous popularity as large-scale and much-visited pop-
ular celebrations among a wide range of city residents. Whether the organ-
izers will succeed in convincingly presenting the new historical viewpoint 
remains to be seen. In view of the tension in the city in the wake of the 
tragic events of May 2, 2014, the possibility of the celebration plans causing 
additional polarisation cannot be ruled out. The fact that the city council 
attempted to shield itself against possible censure by seeking a court ruling 
could be seen as an indication that this is indeed the case: the council had a 
local court review the parliamentary decision before beginning to prepare 
for the festivities. The recent attack in the street of one of the historians who 
belonged to the initiative group is another disturbing piece of news.

Memory of a war becoming a war of symbols 

The law “On the immortalisation of the Victory”, in force since 2000, 
reinforced a view of World War II history that was carried over from 
Soviet times. It is a view based on the notion of one victorious people 
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(narodpobeditel’) who won the decisive victory in the Great Patriotic War 
(Velikaja Otetschestvennaja Vojna) (1941-1945).

The new law “On the immortalisation of the Victory over Nazism in 
World War II, 1939-1945” mentions neither the Great Patriotic War nor 
the victorious people. Upon entry of the new legislation into force, the 
2000 legislation will be annulled. Under the new law, the ‘Day of the Vic-
tory in the Great Patriotic War’, celebrated on the 9th of May, becomes the 
‘Day of the Victory over Nazism in the Second World War’ and is down-
graded to one of many forms of the immortalisation of the victory. Hence-
forth, a ‘Day of Memory and Reconciliation’ will be observed on the 8th 
of May. While that day is intended to commemorate the war’s victims, the 
9th of May – or so President Poroshenko explained in an interview – hon-
ours those veterans who are still alive. As the generation that fought in the 
war dies off, the significance of this holiday will dwindle.

This restructuring of the state ceremonies marking the victory of the 
allied forces in Europe in World War II should be seen as an attempt to 
depart from the Soviet tradition, one that takes its cue from the (East) 
European tradition of commemoration. This is important for Ukraine 
insofar as it enables the country’s narrative of the war to include the events 
in the East Polish territories in 1939-1941, but also the UPA’s struggle for 
liberation both during and after the German-Soviet war.

With this new law, the Ukrainian leadership is clearly distancing itself 
from Victory Day, which has been exploited for propaganda purposes and 
mythologised in recent years. In doing so, the country’s leaders are clearly 
disputing the claim of the Putin regime to a monopoly over interpreting the 
story of the war. This clash is also playing out on the visual level: for about 
a year, Ukraine has promoted new imagery to commemorate victims of the 
war, thereby setting up an alternative to the black and orange striped Rib-
bon of St. George that Russia has disturbed both domestically and abroad, 
sometimes aggressively. The symbol presented last week by Viatrovych and 
Ukraine’s First Lady is very similar to the British remembrance poppy, 
designed to commemorate soldiers who fell in the Great War. This symbol 
is intended to replace the Ribbon of St. George, which has been objection-
able to most Ukrainians anyway since the outbreak of the war in Donbas.

Conclusion

The Russian-Ukrainian conf lict is being waged to no small degree at the 
level of differing images of the past, making it an important factor in the 
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analysis of Ukraine’s politics of history. The effect of the conf lict is ambiv-
alent: by fostering and strengthening identities it has a mobilizing effect 
yet the risk it entails for Ukrainian statehood, already unstable, is result-
ing in a situation in which the vision upholding the state, which has taken 
on a more military tenor of late, is constantly in the forefront, often at the 
expense of other important aspects.

The conf lict has also made some political decisions quite simple though. 
Along with the revocation of the Day of the Soviet Army in October 2014, 
the restructuring and reinterpretation of ‘Victory Day’ was the most signif-
icant intervention in the traditional canon of Ukrainian holidays inherited 
from the Soviet period. It remains to be determined what inf luence those 
decisions will have on the culture of memory in Ukraine. At any rate, the 
changes represent the most decisive attempt to break with the (post-)Soviet 
calendar, and thereby diminish the level of Russia’s inf luence, since the coun-
try gained its independence. The legislation adopted on April 9 represents 
a watershed in Ukraine’s politics of history and will determine its course in 
the foreseeable future. Without a doubt, the laws will be signed by the pres-
ident soon and enter into force. They will be the subject of future research.

Translated from the German by Alison Borrowman.

This article was previously published as “Die Geschichtspolitik in der Ukraine 
seit dem Machtwechsel im Frühjahr 2014” in UkraineAnalysen, 149, 17-21 (2014).

Dmytro Myeshkov is a member of the scientific staff at the Department of Mod-
ern and East European History at Albert-Ludwigs-Universität in Freiburg.
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Tables

Table 1:  Legal instruments relating to Ukraine’s politics of history after the 
change of government in February 2014

Date Legal  instrument Number Title

21.07.2014 Decree of the 
 President

608/2014 On the 23rd anniversary of the 
 Independence of Ukraine 

14.10.2014 Decree of the 
 President

806/2014 On the Day of the Ukrainian  Defender of 
Ukraine 

28.10.2014 Decree of the 
 President

829/2014 On the institution of a decoration of ho-
nor –medal commemorating the 70th an-
niversary of the liberation of Ukraine from 
the fascist occupiers 

29.10.2014 Decree of the 
 President

830/2014 On measures to be taken to mark the Day of 
Remembrance of the Victims of Holodomor 
and the famines 

22.12.2014 Decree of the 
 President

948/2014 On celebration of the National  Unity Day 
of the Ukraine in 2015

11.02.2015 Decision of the 
 Verkhovna Rada

1752 On days of remembrance and anniversaries

25.02.2015 Decree of the 
 President

107/2015 On honoring the and  remembering Prince 
Volodymyr the Great of Kyiv – Founder of 
the Medieval  State of Rus-Ukraine 

18.03.2015 Decree of the 
 President

148/2015 On the Day of the National Guard*

24.03.2015 Decree of the 
 President

169/2015 On measures for the year 2015  marking the 
victory over Nazism in Europe and the 70th 
anniversary of the end of World War II 

09.04.2015 Law 2538-1 On the legal status and honoring of the me-
mory of Ukrainian independence fighters in 
the 20th century 

09.04.2015 Law 2539 On immortalisation of the victory over Na-
zism in World War II, 1939-1945

09.04.2015 Law 2540 On access to archives of the repressive bodies 
of the communist totalitarian regime of the 
years 1917-1991

09.04.2015 Law 2558 On the condemnation of the communist and 
national socialist (Nazi) totalitarian regimes 
in Ukraine and prohibition of propaganda of 
their symbols 

*  The day will be celebrated on the 26th of March, the Day of the Troops of the Inte-
rior Ministry was revoked per this decree.

Source: Dmytro Myeshkov.
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Table 2:  Results of the vote on Ukraine’s laws on politics of history on April 9, 
2014

Act  Submitted by
Sub mission 

date
In 

 favour

Of  those, 
coalition 
 part ners*

Op-
po-
sed

Ab-
sten-
tions

Ab-
sent

On the legal status 
and honoring of the 
memory of the figh-
ters for the Indepen-
dence of Ukraine in 
the 20th century

Yuri  Shukhevych 
( Radical  Party of 
Oleh  Lyashko)

07.04.2015 271 241 0 52 99

On immortalisation 
of the victory over 
Nazism in World 
War II of 1939-1945

 Arsenii Yatsenyuk 
(Prime  Minister 
of Ukraine)

03.04.2015 261 231 0 53 108

On access to  archives 
of the repressive 
 bodies of the com-
munist totalitarian 
regime of the years 
1917-1991

Arsenii Yatsenyuk 
(Prime  Minister 
of Ukraine)

03.04.2015 261 232 0 57 102

On the condemna tion 
of the communist 
and national socialist 
(Nazi) totalitarian 
regimes in Ukraine 
and prohibition of 
propaganda of their 
symbols

13 MPs (7 from 
the Radical  Party 
of Oleh  Lyashko; 
3 from Samopo-
mich; and one 
each from People’s 
Front, Fatherland 
and Bloc Petro 
Poroshenko

06.04.2015 254 229 0 53 115

*  Bloc Petro Poroshenko, People’s Front, Samopomich (Self-reliance) party, Fatherland 
party and Radical Party of Oleh Lyashko

Source: Internet portal of the Verkhovna Rada (<www.rada.gov.ua>). Compiled by the  editorial 
staff of UkraineAnalysen.

Notes

 1 A.k.a. Ukrainian Institute of National Remembrance – trans.
 2 Multiple modern and historical variants of the settlement’s name exist; Odesa’s website 

uses this variant (Кaчубей) on its website (http://omr.gov.ua/ua/announcements/ 
74447/). – trans.
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How can Russian civil society be supported 
in turbulent times? Responses from a stake-
holder survey

Introduction

In the shadow of the Ukraine crisis and legislative decisions from Moscow 
that are increasingly framing Russia’s public interest sector in ‘social ver-
sus political’ terms, considerable discussion has once again erupted in the 
West about the role and development potential of Russian civil society. 
After enacting the foreign agent law in 2012, the Duma adopted new pro-
visions just last year that were intended to clarify the distinction between 
social and political organizations and make it easier to identify “foreign 
agent activities.” All of this can be interpreted as an attempt to differentiate 
between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ civil society. In the eyes of many of those observ-
ing developments in this area it seems obvious that there is a need for the 
provision of support to initiatives and organizations close to the opposition 
movement. Other possible strategies (strategies also put forward by well-in-
formed experts on Russian civil society) do present themselves however, 
when one asks representatives of organizations that are directly engaged in 
charitable work in Russia or helping in other ways on the ground to ease 
social problems how they might be helped there. These alternative strate-
gies essentially rely on the approach of building up the professional capac-
ities of (social) service organizations right at the interface between those 
organizations and political actors, in the broader sense of that term. 

Civil society and the third sector in Russia

The terms ‘civil society’ and ‘third sector’ are often used synonymously, 
although they describe different facets of civic self-organization and two 
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different focuses of organizational activity: the concept of the third sec-
tor, in the sense of the provision of social services, focuses on non-gov-
ernmental and non-market-oriented (non-profit) organizations that con-
tribute to the public good through social and charitable services without 
being focused primarily on economic returns. The concept of civil society, 
on the other hand, is bound up with a more political understanding that 
emphasises the rights and the opportunities of citizens – both as individ-
uals and in organized forms – to take action to benefit their communities 
or promote their interests and values. The boundary between ‘non-gov-
ernmental organizations’ (NGOs) and state hierarchies can be defined first 
and foremost through this type of action.

The two concepts refer to the opposite ends of a continuum of ideal 
types, the two poles between which a public interest organization takes 
shape. While ‘third sector’ refers, from a ‘system functional’ perspective, 
to the sector coordinates between the state, the market and the family, the 
concept of civil society – with a greater focus on action and interaction – 
relates to the aspects of self-organization, co-determination and advocacy. 
The two modes of interpretation are not in conf lict with one another: 
each emphasises the model formative for it in the public discourse. Indi-
vidual organizations do not normally correspond to one type only; instead 
they encompass, in varying combinations, elements of both concepts in 
their behaviours and the objectives set down in their charters. However, it 
is possible to categorise them under one of the two guiding principles in 
order to reduce the level of complexity. 

We use this differentiation as a means to clear an analytical path through 
the great expanse and heterogeneity of Russia’s civil society and third 
sector. Thus we are assuming that it is possible to apply the distinction 
between two types of organization set out below to a large portion of the 
public interest organizations:
1. Organizations characterised by the fact that they render social services, e.g. 

in areas like care of the elderly, poverty relief or addiction  prevention, as 
an alternative to services provided by state welfare institutions, market-
conforming enterprises or, informally, by private persons (see Anheier, 
2014).

2. Organizations that can be described as ‘political’, in the broader sense of 
that term, because they act in the context of public debate and/or of spe-
cific decision-making processes either directly to promote certain causes, 
interests, social groups etc. or indirectly to change the way a problem is 
perceived or interpreted by creating a public space for a community to 
engage in a particular lifestyle or live in accordance with personal inc-
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linations, convictions or world views (i.e., in the final analysis, the con-
ditions necessary for the creation of social and cultural capital). Orga-
nizations of this kind help justify an understanding of civil society as 
aiming to open up political –public interactions to the private sphere 
(see Offe, 2000). 

Over the past two decades, a broad spectrum of organizations working on 
a wide variety of public interest issues has emerged in Russia. Unlike the 
third sector organizations pursuing primarily social and charitable activ-
ities, now supported by a state that looks on them benevolently, genuine 
civil society actors are having a difficult time holding their own, partly due 
to historical cultural patterns (particularly as a result of the Soviet period) 
and partly to the general political climate in today’s Russia. Observers in 
the West are therefore wondering how Russian civil society can be sup-
ported in a way that avoids the pitfalls of ignoring the social and political 
conditions in the country and attempting to import a normative (western) 
notion of public spirit and civil society.

In view of the problems many organizations are facing, it would be 
short-sighted to determine that support should go only to politically active 
organizations, such as those with direct or indirect ties to the opposition 
movement or the trade unions. The outcome of such strategies would 
be uncertain, their success, if any, difficult to measure, and moreover, 
in all probability, they also entail risks. The alternative would be a long-
term commitment to supporting the sector’s infrastructure, in the sense of 
extensive ‘capacity building’. In addition to supporting established service 
structures, the capacity building in question could indirectly benefit civil 
society in other ways (i.e. in the sense of promoting the continued devel-
opment of the scope available for civic self-organization and of a specifi-
cally Russian culture of the common good). The results of our study on 
civil society and the third sector in Russia (Kehl et al., 2015), based on ten 
guided interviews conducted with recognised experts from foundations, 
NGOs, charities and researchers (for the most part from Moscow and/
or with a correspondingly metropolitan and ‘political’ outlook) last year 
(2014), led us to this conclusion.

Weakness of civic engagement 

In the eyes of ‘stakeholders’ in Russian civil society (i.e. actors who, as the 
representatives of foundations, NGOs or charities, have an interest in Rus-
sian civil society and qualified experts who can provide information about 
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perceptions in the field) it is an irrefutable fact that to this day the legacy 
of the Soviet Union continues to affect the collective self-image and the 
institutional requirements placed on forms of civil self-organization in the 
country. Political civil society culture is inf luenced by the powerful role 
of the state and a public’s concept of itself, which has virtually no place for 
the notion of taking action outside of local and personal contexts to pro-
mote the public interest. As a result, there has been only limited scope 
available for societal self-organization, and where such scope is open, it has 
not necessarily been filled. This is confirmed by the figures showing that 
only about six percent of the Russian population regularly donate money 
to civil society (or third-sector) organizations  – a strikingly low value 
compared to that of other countries – and that not even one in five Rus-
sians regularly engages in volunteer work (see CAF, 2013). A civil society 
sphere between the state, the economy and the private does not (yet) seem 
to have established itself culturally within the Russian self-concept. One 
of our interview partners had this to say on this point:

“This is a legacy of the Soviet period, the fact that society is not used to 
the idea that anything can be done [in an open space] between the state and 
private life. As a result, this ‘open space’ has been unknown up to now!”

Another participant in the study drove the point home in this way:
“I think that in our mentality – in the mentality of the Russian popu-

lation – there is no concept of a ‘civil society’.”

Negative developments in the transformation years

What is more: although the years of transformation brought Russian society 
freedoms it had not previously known, that same period was also very unset-
tling for large portions of the population. The new freedom was accom-
panied by legal uncertainty that to many more was a source of anxiety 
rather than an impetus civic engagement. For that reason, the momentum 
for the development of the third sector in the 1990s came, to a substantial 
degree, from foreign foundations that did development work and brought 
grant money to the country. Not infrequently, support for the development 
of civil society structures and culture was guided by the normative model 
of the western funding institution; a well-meant effort, but one that often 
took on a missionary character. Moreover ‘fake’ organizations that pursued 
essentially private, commercial and sometimes even criminal objectives cast 
a pall of suspicion over the sector. Already low, the public’s trust in the sec-
tor sank even further. Meanwhile, the involvement of foreign foundations 
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in Russian society had become a target of criticism in the public discourse. 
This issue cropped up in our interviews in statements like these:

Plus, there is very little trust among the public. This is something I 
have also noticed in my work: if a stranger comes from outside and says, 
“let’s work on this now,” people have no confidence that the intent is to 
do good, that it’s not about someone trying to make money, or gain some 
personal advantage but really is about other people, about the people who 
will be affected next time, about doing something good. And the same 
applies to organizations as well.

Nevertheless: according to Mersijanowa and Jakobson (2010, p. 10), 
there are around 136,000 organizations in Russia that can be identified as 
explicitly third-sector organizations: these are primarily small organiza-
tions, many of which have trouble financing themselves. Large, financially 
secure actors are the exception. 

Social service providers versus political advocates?

An analysis of the third sector and civil society structures with reference to 
the two types described at the start of this paper (as a sector of social ser-
vice providers or political advocates) does lead to the identification of some 
organizations with an explicit focus on political topics or that make pub-
lic statements criticising the system (such as human rights organizations). 
However the number of organizations that devote themselves as social ser-
vice providers to the country’s public welfare challenges is far greater. In recent 
years, the socially-oriented (to use the government’s word) organizations 
have managed to continually improve their public ‘standing’ and thereby 
win back some of the lost trust in the sector. 

The political climate vis-à-vis the third sector has changed and become 
more discriminating during Putin’s presidency, however. The two catego-
ries of social service provision and political advocacy also lend themselves 
well to depicting political approaches to civil society: ‘socially oriented’ 
organizations now have substantial opportunities to obtain state grant 
money. In contrast, organizations whose efforts are bent toward compli-
ance with rule of law principles or which scrutinise the government’s work 
are subject to stringent controls and are impeded in their work. 

While in the 1990s, the Yeltsin government clearly did not do much for, 
but also not much against Russia’s third-sector organizations, during Putin’s 
presidency these organizations were managed so as to greatly increase their 
visibility (see Henderson, 2011). Putin has referred to the importance of the 
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third sector in many of his speeches, his favourable assessment pertaining 
principally to ‘socially oriented’ organizations. In contrast, the state takes 
a considerably less positive view of critically-minded civil society, a point 
emphasised many times in our interviews. The following quotation from 
the interview material serves as an example:

“I think that the Russian political sphere – and this includes the state, 
at the highest position – has a big stake in retaining its power monop-
oly, and it has also learned from the experiences in which power was lost 
in friendly communist countries. Everywhere that losses of power have 
come about in Eastern Europe, they came about because the country’s 
leaders, the government, were unable to curb resistance against poli-
cies sufficiently to keep it from growing so large that it simply wiped 
the societal situation aside, as though with the stroke of a pen. And that 
means …: civil society harms the [efforts of the] current government in 
Russia to ensure the continuation of its work.” 

The role of the Russian state 

This is only one side of the coin, however: a massive expansion in the 
state’s funding of organizations that work on social problems has been 
observed for several years. For some time now, the state has been offering 
these ‘socially oriented’ organizations the opportunity to apply for sub-
stantial project grants to carry out their projects in the social services field. 
Thus, the message that the focus on social issues is a model to be followed is 
communicated to the sector or to (civil) society by politicians and the state 
administration. This was described in this way in our interviews:

“What the Russian state and all of the experts are trying to emphasise 
quite generally is that civil society’s primary purpose is to work on social 
issues, that social security and helping people in need are the whole 
point. That is the leitmotif, so to speak, of civil society. … At the high-
est levels of the state, on the part of the president, there is an emphasis 
that social issues are the primary focus of the work of third sector organ-
izations. … So if an NGO wants to follow the trend, it should pursue a 
‘social orientation’.” 

Putin’s government began setting up project funding structures some years 
ago. The funding is provided over both a presidential fund and ministerial 
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instruments. In line with this strategy, in 2014 new legal provisions were 
adopted to clarify the distinction between social and political organizations 
and facilitate the identification of “foreign agent activities.” Judging by our 
impressions from the interviews, another of its aims was to separate ‘good’ 
civil society from ‘bad’ civil society. 

The consequences of the Ukraine crisis 

At present, it is difficult to predict the future of Russia’s civil society and 
third sector, particularly given the developments in Ukraine, the intensifi-
cation of nationalist tendencies and what the stakeholders we interviewed 
reported as Russia closing itself off from foreign actors. That notwith-
standing, the findings from our empirical research, formulated below, do 
allow an assessment concerning what is currently a very uncertain field:
•	 First, among the organizations, the prevailing mood overall is one of 

uncertainty about the government’s practices, the primary character-
istic of which is clearly unpredictability. Unsurprisingly, this affects 
the ‘politically oriented’ organizations to a far greater extent than the 
‘socially oriented’ ones. Due to the Ukraine crisis and intensifying 
nationalistic tendencies in politics and society, organizations that feel a 
duty to promote societal pluralism or work on critical issues are encoun-
tering ever growing difficulties. 

•	 Russia’s political relations with its western neighbours have deteriorated 
considerably in conjunction with the Ukraine crisis; this development 
has been largely responsible for a major loss in trust and the deteriora-
tion of what had, for some time, been a good atmosphere. 

•	 The Russian state made it far more difficult for foreign funding sources 
to provide support to the politically active sector (with the introduction 
of the foreign agent law in 2012 if not before). One must assume that 
this policy will not change in the short or long term. 

•	 In all likelihood, the state funding of ‘socially oriented’ organizations 
will continue, perhaps even be expanded. This provides state-funded 
actors with potential for further development, though it comes with the 
risk that the financing will be paid for with system-conformity. The 
continuation of this type of policy depends largely on future economic 
developments in the country because state revenue, from the energy 
sector in particular, will determine the extent to which such funding 
is sustainable. 
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Prospects for civil society and the third sector

Given these conditions, what kind of options for supporting Russian civil 
society and the third sector exist? Does a ‘focus on democracy’ demand 
that extra support now be channelled to politically active organizations?

If one believes our interview partners, this may not be the ideal course. 
Many observers do see partnering with the part of civil society working on 
advocacy issues as being desirable. However, at present it appears doubtful, 
at best, that partnerships with critical or oppositional actors could, by cir-
cumventing the administrative level, succeed; moreover, the attempt entails 
risks for everyone involved. Kremlin policy is not the only (perhaps not 
even the primary) reason for this; one must also consider the general mood 
in the country. The alternatives lie in supporting and continuing develop-
ment of the sector as one of service providers. This kind of strategy rests on 
the notion that extensive capacity building (i.e. strengthening capacities by 
building up expertise and infrastructures) would indirectly enable the organ-
izations that focus primarily on social problems to develop a collective voice 
that would, indirectly, have a political dimension. The intent in this respect 
is to increase the professionalism with which the organizations interact with 
the ‘big players’ – i.e. including in the competition with the state and mar-
ket for resources. One final quote from our interviews addressing this point:

“There is a need for the sector’s professionalisation …. Because there 
are in fact people out there who want to work in the sector. We don’t 
have enough training programmes though. People entering the sec-
tor are coming from quite different sectors, not necessarily the NGO 
scene. And the other point is that in their search for professional staff 
the NGO sector are increasingly having to compete as employers not 
only with the business world, but also with the state – and the state is a 
good employer. These days, the NGO sector is trying to find its place 
in the labour market. Professionalisation of the sector is important for 
that reason as well.”

This suggests that support in the following areas would be indicated:
•	 Organ izational development and professionalisation: Many organi-

zations’ capacities in the area of personnel development/professionalisation 
are underdeveloped, in a situation in which they are (supposed to be) tak-
ing over key social functions and recruiting in a competitive employment 
market to that end. Professional development and process organization 
within the organizations is vital for the sector’s continuing development. 
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•	 Structures for advanced education and partnerships: Russia has vir-
tually no academic programmes in non-profit management and philan-
thropy. Organizations can have trouble with recruitment; at the same 
time, knowledge transfer and the development of innovative concepts 
and debates are prevented within the sector. There is a need to build up 
academic institutions in the country, but also a need to develop interna-
tional partnerships with institutions abroad. 

•	 Exchange programmes: Intercultural exchange is an effective form of 
communication and understanding, beyond the bounds of diplomatic 
convention, which all parties want; in such contexts, understanding 
between nations is experienced at first hand and is made ‘real’ through 
en  counters between actual people. Trust-building forms of this kind 
can be made feasible or at least encouraged through city partnerships, 
exchange programmes or travel grants. 

•	 Networking of organizations: Many organizations in Russia (still) 
see one another more as rivals than partners. Yet partnerships and net-
working within the sector promotes knowledge transfer, results in skills 
acquisition, enhances the system’s visibility and facilitates the develop-
ment of a collective – political – voice. All of these aspects should be 
supported. 

•	 Earning trust in society: Earning society’s trust will remain one of the 
central tasks of Russian non-profits and NGOs. Though some progress 
has been made in this respect, one challenge certainly remains: commu-
nicating the roles and the values of action that is explicitly civil society 
in character to people in society. 

•	 Setting up long-term partnerships based on equality: Finally, there is 
a need for setting up long term partnerships with the Russian third sec-
tor and civil society in which the Russian organization acts as a strate-
gic cooperation partner who is expected to bring dedication and com-
mitment to the partnership that is equal in measure to the scope for 
self-determination and latitude to design projects independently that 
they receive in exchange. 

Unlike the interventions by western actors in the 1990s, brief ly described 
towards the beginning of this paper, which in retrospect are seen to some 
extent as ‘interference’ (albeit well-meant), the strategies presented here, or 
so our interview partners believe, will lead to greater consideration of the 
country’s social and political environment and transform the role of for-
eign organizations into a more moderating one. The experts interviewed 
believe that these strategies represent one possible way of supporting Rus-
sian civil society in very turbulent times. They constitute an attempt to 
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indicate options for strengthening civic impulses in a society in which the 
general environment is currently rather unfavourable in that respect. 

Capacity building could make it possible for service-providing organiza-
tions to enhance their role as a powerful ‘voice’ in society. These kinds of 
strategies imply no disapproval of advocacy-oriented civil society nor do they 
legitimise the Kremlin policies. Quite the contrary: professionalisation and 
partnership programmes would be a means of working towards strengthen-
ing infrastructure and self-organization capacities in civil society. Ideally, this 
could lead to the formation of a politically effective voice. Such programmes 
need not necessarily focus only on the organizations recognised as ‘social-
ly-oriented’, but could instead encompass the entire spectrum of public-in-
terest oriented activities in the social services. However: organizations in 
the sector increase their inf luence by cooperating with state institutions and 
making themselves irreplaceable through their work. The more professional 
the organizations become, and the more the sector builds up its own iden-
tity and puts forward a collective agenda, the greater are the chances that the 
organizations will be able to inf luence political processes. Thus, in a sense, 
the idea is to strengthen civil society development ‘through the back door’ 
by strengthening the third sector in its role as a strong service provider.

Translated from the German by Alison Borrowman. 

This article was previously published as “Wie kann die russische Zivilgesellschaft 
in unruhigen Zeiten unterstützt werden? Antworten aus einer Stakeholder-Be-
fragung” in RusslandAnalysen, 296, 7-11 (2015).

Konstantin Kehl and Benjamin Kummer are political scientists at the Center 
for Social Investment (CSI) of Ruprecht-Karls-Universität Heidelberg (Berlin of-
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Pitfalls of the Kremlin’s vox populi:  
the Russian People’s Front

The Russian People’s Front (ONF) reacts to social problems

In the middle of September 2013, a group of mothers of disabled chil-
dren from Volgograd and the surrounding area launched a hunger strike 
against the Volgograd authorities, who appeared incapable of responding 
to the mothers’ anger and despair. Approximately two weeks later, a group 
of mothers from families with many children joined the protest, expand-
ing the group to 39 mothers. The extreme methods used by the group to 
draw public attention to their problems coalesced into a demand for the 
resignation of Volgograd’s governor, Sergei Bozhenov of the Kremlin’s 
United Russia (UR) party. About a week after the expansion of the hun-
ger strike, a report from Russia’s Channel 5, with the lead ‘Social Hun-
ger’, announced that a halt to the strike in Volgograd had been success-
fully arranged, although, the report noted, “further decisions would be 
required to settle the situation completely”. There was extensive reporting 
about the mothers’ cause, with some reports stating that the hunger strik-
ers had the support of several thousand families with multiple children in 
the region. The finger of blame was clearly pointed at the local authori-
ties, who had failed to comply with federal legislation. The Russian Peo-
ple’s Front (referred to below by its Russian initials, ONF) was identified 
as the institution that had played the primary role in bringing about the 
preliminary resolution of the situation, having “already called for a fed-
eral rehabilitation system for disabled children back at the Front’s meet-
ing in March”.

The events in Volgograd and the way in which they were reported to 
the broader public are a tangible example of hybrid governance. While 
all of the world’s polities are hybrid to some extent with respect to the 
spectrum between authoritarianism and democracy, Russia under Putin 
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represents a paradigmatic example of this kind of hybridism. In Putin’s 
system of rule, the attempt to establish authoritarian legitimacy is chan-
nelled principally through the use of democratically framed institutions 
and covert forms of coercion rather than open repression. This approach 
entails the dilemma that democratic institutions (e.g., elections, semi-
free media and civil rights, e.g. a selective right to demonstrate) bring 
with them both a potential to increase legitimacy and a continual “dem-
ocratic risk” to an authoritarian regime. The massive protests which fol-
lowed the parliamentary election in December 2011 are a vivid example 
of this risk. Moreover, in Russia’s case, the structuring of the political 
process with which the Kremlin seeks to resolve this dilemma is a cru-
cial aspect. According to Nikolay Petrov, Maria Lipman and Henry Hale 
(2014), the Kremlin’s main method for this involves “a tendency to evis-
cerate formal institutions, the proliferation of … ‘substitutions’, and the 
centralization and personalization of ever more control – even over deci-
sions of seemingly minor importance – in the hands of the top leader”.1 
At the same time, this process should not be too repressive because that 
might trigger discontent in the population. In this light, the blatant and 
intensive anti-western propaganda associated with the Ukrainian crisis 
since early 2014 is an example of a more or less ‘classic trick’, in which 
an authoritarian leader facing growing domestic problems and dimin-
ishing levels of support attempts to shift the public’s attention to exter-
nal threats. The rapid recovery of Putin’s support over the course of the 
year 2014 confirms that the manoeuvre was successful in this case. None-
theless, Putin’s Russia, its repressive authoritarian trends notwithstand-
ing, does not exercise discursive hegemony over society, as the following 
short overview of the ONF’s position as a contrived independent popu-
lar movement shows. 

Putin’s vision of the Popular Front

On May 6, 2011, Vladimir Putin, the prime minister of Russia and the 
leader, though not a member, of United Russia, announced the idea of 
founding a popular front in the wider context of the party. The announce-
ment was made in Volgograd, where UR was holding an inter-regional 
conference; in Volgograd, Putin (2011) asked: “How can we win without 
Stalingrad?” Freighted with the patriotic symbolism of the venue, the idea 
of a popular front was explicitly linked to the upcoming Duma elections, 
to be held on December 2011. From the Kremlin’s viewpoint there had 
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been a worrisome development in the existing pseudo-parliamentary sys-
tem when the approval rating of UR fell by 10 percentage points within a 
single month, from 45% in December 2010 to 35% in January 2011. Putin’s 
goal was, in this respect, to guarantee an unambiguous victory for the 
party in the forthcoming election by creating a popular front. According to 
Putin (2011), the party’s candidates should include “non-affiliated United 
Russia supporters, trade union members, members of women’s and youth 
organizations, public associations, citizens who take the initiative, who 
are actively engaged”. As a political vision, Putin’s views echoed the ideas 
presented by the Kremlin in 2005 in connection with the establishment 
of pro-government civil society initiatives such as the Civic Chamber and 
the Nashi youth movement, intended to mobilise seemingly progressive 
citizens in line with the state. All in all, Putin’s vision of the popular front 
within the ruling party provides a good illustration of a general concern 
held by the rulers in hybrid regimes: the constant need to maximise popu-
lar support for the regime in order to guarantee their hegemonic position 
in power without being forced to abandon the façade of political compe-
tition, that is, of democracy.

With the crisis of legitimacy for the UR in the wake of the Decem-
ber 2011 election, the ONF’s public image was terrible as well. Its first 
anniversary rally in May 2012 proved a fiasco, with a few hundred peo-
ple attending instead of the tens of thousands expected. The next year did 
not bring a notable change, although Putin was enthusiastically named the 
leader of the Front at the ONF congress held in June 2013. According to 
a poll conducted by the Levada Centre in July 2013, only 26% of Russians 
regarded ONF’s ideas as ‘fresh’ (33% held the opposite view, and 38% were 
unwilling or unable to say). 

On May 6, 2013, the ONF announced that it was launching a new web-
site (http://onf.ru/) as a forum for “discussing with citizens”. According 
to Andrei Bocharov, an ONF member, “with the new website the front is 
becoming an open and direct channel between the president and the peo-
ple” (RIA Novosti). A prominent appeal for new members was posted on 
the website in June 2013 along with a call to the public to write “about issues 
in your area” in “a letter to the front” (pis’mo na front), in a sort of inverted 
allusion to the famous war-time phenomenon (Figure 1). At the time, the 
website also provided a platform for video greetings to the Front, a call for 
suggestions for discussion topics, and a survey in which readers were urged 
to share their views as to what would be the ideal areas for the ONF to focus 
on. These elements of more or less direct interaction were present on the site 
at least as late as May 2014, but had been removed by October 2014. 
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Figure 1: Screenshot of the ONF’s website on June 13, 2013

Upper left: “Join the People’s Front | Letter to the Front | Write and tell us what is 
happening in your city or your district, about heroic deeds or problems, about your 
initiatives.” 
Middle left: “Video Message | If you’d like to contact us with a suggestion, a wish or a 
question – here is a platform for doing so.”

It appears that by the latter half of 2014, the ONF had pulled back from 
an attempt to promote open interaction with citizens, replacing it with a 
mixed approach wherein it is implied that the societal control exercised by 
the ONF demonstrates, in a manner of speaking, “the true will of the peo-
ple with the president”. This shift offers concrete support for the thesis of 
Petrov, Lipman and Hale (2014) that there is a political tendency for “the 
centralization and personalization of ever more control in the hands of the 
top leader” (Figure 2). Whereas Putin is absent in the screenshot in Fig-
ure 1, his presence in Figure 2 is overwhelming.

However, the project on which the ONF is most active, the anti-corrup-
tion project For fair purchases (there is a report on the project in the middle
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Figure 2: Screenshot of the ONF’s website on December 19, 2014

Right column: “…| Putin met with Romano Prodi | Putin congratulates the Jewish 
community on Hanukkah | Putin to attend meeting of Collective Security Council 
the meeting Supreme Eurasian Economic Council on December 23 | Putin expresses 
condolences to the Pakistan people occasioned by the terrorist attack on a Peshawar 
school | Putin discusses the crisis situation in Ukraine with Merkel, Hollande and Po-
roshenko …” 
Bottom: “President’s speech before the Federal Assembly” | December 4, 2014.
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of the screenshot in Figure 2) reveals an astonishing conformity with the 
opposition’s discourse on corruption. It is worth noting that rather than 
denying the reality of corruption among the state corporations, the ONF 
actually admits its existence in a manner that conforms to the discourse 
presented by the opposition. Likewise, the ONF paradoxically contributes 
to keeping alive what is perhaps the most acute and difficult political risk 
for the regime, that is, corruption of the elite, in the public eye. 

Given this reactive stance vis-à-vis political discourse that is indepen-
dent from the regime, the ONF faces considerable difficulties that it must 
overcome in order to create a political initiative which could challenge 
those discourses that are beyond its control. For example, in December 
2014, the semi-independent Gazeta.ru released a report saying that recent 
legislation intended to increase transparency in state purchasing had proven 
ineffective. As a result, Gazeta.ru reported, the state’s losses in connec-
tion with suspicious purchases over the course of 2014 had grown to 278 
billion roubles. That same day, a few hours before Gazeta.ru released its 
story – suggesting that the ONF was aware of the its existence – the ONF 
published a report on its website saying that “with respect to improving 
the transparency of the state purchases, it is unacceptable that purchases 
favour ‘their own’ suppliers”. Hence, the ONF openly concurred with 
Gazeta.ru’s criticism, instead of offering any counter-criticism or defence 
against it. Moreover, Alexander Brechalov, an ONF representative, had 
voiced criticism of the laws in question in March 2014, predicting their 
obvious ineffectiveness. Although Brechalov’s prognosis had now been 
shown to be correct, the ONF made no mention of his earlier statements, 
but instead merely conformed with Gazeta.ru’s critique. In all probabil-
ity, the explanation for this omission lies in the fact that the ONF’s leader, 
the president, is the one who signs pieces of legislation into law, includ-
ing this one. 

Conclusion

At a time of diminishing prospects for civil society and democratic free-
doms in Russia, the ONF as a popular organization with ties to the Krem-
lin does not represent any form of explicit authoritarian alternative in line 
with the ongoing trend. Rather, one could argue that the ONF is evi-
dence that addressing oppositional subjects or themes that are ultimately 
risky for the regime is seen less costly than a systematic shift to authoritar-
ian repression, given that the Kremlin is upholding a democratic façade as 
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a source of legitimacy for its rule. At the same time, the very existence of a 
structure like the ONF shows that the regime still believes that it is worth 
investing in structures that focus on the struggle over political discourse. 
The ONF can be seen as an ad hoc format associated with the effort to 
sustain the regime’s initiative on modernisation processes in the country. 
With respect to the acute issue of corruption, denying that it exists is out 
of question if the ONF is to gain political legitimacy. It follows that the 
ONF’s only remaining option is to figure as a quick responder to criticism 
from external citizens and oppositional figures. That is hardly what its ini-
tiators had in mind. If there is any prospect for further democratisation in 
Russia under the current circumstances, it can be found in the dilemma 
that the regime’s democratic façade has created for itself. 

This article was first published, in a German-language translation, in the online 
journal RusslandAnalysen, 296, 2-3 (2015). The version here is the author’s orig-
inal English language text, with minor revisions in style and punctuation; the 
summary contains two sentences omitted from the original publication. 
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Belarus country report
An extract from the Bertelsmann Transformation  Index 
(BTI) 2014

Political participation

Elections are regularly held in Belarus, but they are not designed to be 
a truly democratic exercise. They are instruments used by the regime 
to legitimate itself symbolically, and all elections held under Aljaksandr 
Lukashenka’s rule have been judged by OSCE/ODIHR (Organization 
for Security and Co-operation in Europe / Office for Democratic Insti-
tutions and Human Rights) observers to be nondemocratic to varying 
degrees. This includes the most recent parliamentary elections in Septem-
ber 2012. The government presents a façade of public choice and compe-
tition, but results are a foregone conclusion in favour of the authorities. 
The 2012 elections did not see the same brutal crackdown that followed 
the 2010 presidential poll, but nor were there large public protests. This 
can be explained by the fact that due to the high centralisation of power 
and the absence of local self-government, presidential elections are seen as 
more important by the public. Political crises between government and 
opposition after presidential elections have become more and more severe 
with each election. 

There were some minor improvements to the electoral code in the 
run-up to the 2012 elections, which nominally increased access to state 
media during campaigning; allowed candidates to legally use their own 
funding for campaigning, in addition to financing from the state bud-
get; and made it easier for candidates from political parties to register. The 
number of opposition candidates who successfully registered almost dou-
bled compared to 2008. Nevertheless, registration procedures, the conduct 
of the campaign, and vote counting are still open to abuse by the authori-
ties and are not guaranteed to be free, fair or transparent. 
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A major issue remains the formation of electoral commissions, which 
are responsible for vote counting and tabulation. Opposition represen-
tatives are almost totally excluded from their composition. International 
election observers were highly critical of the procedures for counting bal-
lots and the transparency of the process for the 2012 poll. State media 
emphasised the smooth running of the election process, rather than pro-
viding a forum for candidates or campaign issues. Local authorities encour-
age or enforce early voting by state workers and students during the five 
days polling stations are open before election day. This period maximises 
the potential for manipulation and falsification. There is also no efficient 
mechanism through which to make complaints during the election cam-
paign, and no way to appeal the results to the Supreme Court. 

Political opposition in Belarus is significantly marginalised and has been 
effectively excluded from the political process for a long time. It also lacks 
ideas and approaches to strengthen its links with the electorate against the 
background of an extremely unfavourable political environment.

Since the amendments to the constitution in 1996, political power and 
decision making have been consolidated in the hands of the presidential 
administration, dominated by President Lukashenka. Senior representa-
tives of the presidential administration appear as politicians in public, even 
though they are unelected. All political bodies are dependent on the pres-
idential executive, including the national parliament. These bodies lack 
pluralism, independence and transparency, and have little inf luence on 
central decisions. In the fifth convocation of the National Assembly, from 
2008 to 2012, members of parliament initiated and passed only one piece 
of legislation themselves. Lukashenka has described the executive, legisla-
ture and judiciary as branches on the tree of the presidency, which can be 
trimmed as he sees fit. 

The state media, especially TV stations, provide an effective means 
of manipulating, regulating and controlling the process of shaping pub-
lic opinion and legitimating the executive’s decisions. The opposition is 
totally excluded from all political bodies and has been effectively blocked 
and isolated from the sphere of shaping political opinion and making deci-
sions. It exists in a ‘parallel world’ within Belarusian society, relying on a 
handful of small independent media outlets and the Internet.

Freedom of assembly is theoretically assured by the constitution, but 
is tolerated only insofar as it does not interfere with the goals of the 
Lukashenka regime. Granting the right to assemble is liable to arbitrari-
ness and manipulation by governing bodies. Unregistered groups and par-
ties that (depending on the political climate) are tolerated by the authorities 
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nonetheless face severe penalties. Violations of the regulations governing 
the freedom of assembly are used by the regime to control political space 
and opinion. In the spring of 2011, a wave of ‘silent protests’ by opponents 
of the regime, which eschewed political banners and simply saw protest-
ers stroll around silently or burst into applause at an agreed place and time, 
were violently dispersed by the authorities. In response, restrictions on 
freedom of assembly were tightened later in the year through amendments 
to legislation that required official permission for any kind of public gath-
ering. In June 2012, the Belarusian parliament also adopted a new law to 
strengthen the power of the secret police, which included expanding the 
right of the KGB (Committee for State Security) to use force against polit-
ical and civic activists. 

Freedom of association is significantly limited by regulations constrain-
ing the appropriate environment. No non-governmental organization 
is allowed to operate without registration, or in effect, without permis-
sion from the authorities. Article 193.1 of the Criminal Code criminalises 
activities on behalf of unregistered initiatives. Several civic and political 
activists have been imprisoned on the grounds of this article. 

Rules include the obligatory registration of any external funding, and 
restricted access for non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to schools, 
universities and other institutions. The regime does not encourage free 
political participation or self-organization beyond loyal government-or-
ganized non-governmental organizations (GONGOs). Groups that are 
perceived as being in opposition to the regime are exposed to harsh repres-
sions and restrictions. In the months following the crackdown against dem-
onstrators in December 2010, there were a number of raids and arrests tar-
geting NGOs. Most prominently, the Chair of the Human Rights Centre 
Viasna, Ales Bialiatski, was arrested and imprisoned in 2011, and the NGO 
was evicted from its Minsk offices in 2012. 

The authorities widely use GONGOs to both inf luence the domestic 
population and to impress organizations and governments abroad. GON-
GOs simulate the role of civil society and deliver pro-government mes-
sages to the international community on behalf of ‘Belarusian civil society’. 

At the same time, many NGOs in Belarus that are not directly con-
nected with policy or politics do have room for their activities, and make 
important contributions in the field of charity work, social development 
and other areas. At the local level (small towns and villages), independent 
civil society organizations hardly exist, due to a very unfavourable envi-
ronment, a lack of tradition and internal support, and high levels of pres-
sure. Many civil society initiatives experiencing significant difficulties in 
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reaching people off line have to concentrate their activities in online for-
mats, which have their own strengths and weaknesses.

The state does not encourage dissenting thought or discourse. Pub-
lic debate does exist, but is controlled and vulnerable to distortion and 
manipulation by state intervention. Television, radio and the print media 
are dominated by the state. Independent media and journalists are regularly 
harassed by the authorities. After the 2010 elections, the offices of inde-
pendent media outlets were searched by law enforcement officers, com-
puters were confiscated, Internet sites were blocked, and journalists were 
detained. 

In the summer of 2011, the journalist Andrzej Poczobut received a 
three-year suspended prison sentence for insulting the president in arti-
cles that he had written for a Polish newspaper. The authorities threatened 
to close the independent newspapers Nasha Niva and Narodnaya Volia in 
2011, ultimately choosing instead to levy heavy fines for alleged viola-
tions of media laws. At the end of 2012, the regime launched a campaign 
of harassment against the monthly journal Arche, threatening it with clo-
sure. Today, the Internet provides the greatest opportunity for freedom of 
expression, though this sphere, too, is coming under increasing pressure. 
The authorities are paying more attention to social media, and in August 
2012, moderators from popular Internet forums were detained and charged 
with hooliganism as the parliamentary elections drew near.

The full article first appeared in
http://www.bti-project.de/reports/laenderberichte/pse/blr/index.nc#chap2 
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Non-formal education in Belarus: 
 unleashing the potential of civil society

Over the past couple of years, informal education has witnessed remarkable 
growth in Belarus. It offers Belarusians possibilities that they have been 
missing at the nation’s over-regulated state-run universities.

New grassroots initiatives such as the European College of Liberal Arts 
and the Flying University are organizing innovative and inspiring courses 
in Minsk. Although functioning within a certain limitations peculiar to 
Belarus, they still manage to appeal to the nation’s youth.

The Belarus Digest interviewed representatives of the Flying University 
and the European College of Liberal Arts about what it is like to organize 
non-formal education in Belarus.

Education in Belarus: a sensitive area?

Many people in the West often have a distorted view of the educational 
system in Belarus, thinking that nothing is possible in Belarus living under 
a non-democratic regime. Despite its relatively strong standing in interna-
tional rankings for education, academic freedom in Belarusian universities 
remains rather limited.

Belarus is the only country in Europe to remain outside the common 
European educational space, also known as the Bologna system. The educa-
tional system, largely unchanged from Soviet times, is reacting very slowly to 
the demands of the market. The stagnant system fails to promote Belarusian 
civil society and often remains out of touch with the new realities of Belarus.

However, the emergence of projects such as the European College of 
Liberal Arts in Belarus, the Flying University, the Belarusian Collegium  
and a number of Belarusian language courses ref lect a real demand for new 
modern forms of education. They also demonstrate that education is no 
longer exclusively the domain of the state.
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The first serious non-formal education initiative, the Belarusian Colle-
gium , dates back to 1997. Its founders gathered a few Belarusian intellec-
tuals and started running evening courses for adults. Despite financial dif-
ficulties it continues to function. Aliaksei Lastouski from the Belarusian 
Collegium told the Belarus Digest that they currently have around 125 stu-
dents who are studying topics such as history, philosophy and journalism. 
During the 2000s, several new institutions emerged.

The Flying University: responding to the need for a national 
Belarusian university

The Flying University (Liatučy Universytet) was established in 2010 by 
Uladzimier Mackievich, a civil society leader. However, according to Tat-
siana Vadalazhskaja, a project coordinator, the idea of establishing an uni-
versity emerged back in the 1990s. At that time, many argued for a proper 
national Belarusian university with a clear mission of raising future gener-
ations of the Belarusian intelligentsia and future leaders, as well as strength-
ening Belarusian civic identity. “Then it was absolutely clear that without 
a [truly national] university neither a nation nor a country could exist”, 
she pointed out.

Much has been changed in education in Belarus since the 1990s. “We 
can observe the process of squeezing out critically thinking people from 
academia and education”, Vadalazhskaja told the Belarus Digest. Belarus’ 
traditional universities teach, educate, and issue diplomas, but they do little 
to encourage students to contribute to civil society with their own ideas.

The name of the university relates to the underground “Flying Uni-
versity” (Latający Uniwersytet) which organized courses to promote the 
self-education of people in communist Poland. The Flying University 
offers its courses for free. It does not issue any diplomas, and Vadalazhskaja 
emphasises that the education that the university provides remains largely 
non-formal.

This year, around 300 young Belarusians applied for its courses, and 
on average, around 15 students are attending each course. The university 
offers 20 different courses and seminars. The most popular courses include 
the study of the Bible, the “European choice” of Belarus, methodology 
and design.

34-year-old Alexey Konstantinov has already been attending courses 
and seminars at the Flying University for three years now. Originally 
from Ukraine, he has been living in Minsk for over 20 years. He told the 
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Belarus Digest that he was attracted by the unique learning environment 
at the university, but also by its strong principles of encouraging critical 
thinking.

The liberal arts: Belarus today

Another initiative, the European College of Liberal Arts in Belarus 
(ECLAB), launched its courses only this past October. Currently, more 
than 40 Belarusian students are attending various courses at the European 
College. The most popular courses are in popular culture and the media, 
but also social problems and collective values.

Aleksandr Adamianc, a project director, explains that the liberal arts 
remain an underdeveloped area of education in Belarus. The idea to estab-
lish the college came about as a result of an existing niche in the educa-
tion market. “Our programme of liberal arts is the first in Belarus”, he 
proudly notes.

Adamianc believes that Belarusians should have the opportunity to 
obtain a modern European education inside the country, saying that 
“many young people neither have the possibility of studying abroad, nor 
do they want to”. He points to “the conservatism of state education organ-
izations” as the main factor impeding the development of liberal arts edu-
cation in Belarus.

Their courses are predominantly attended by young people, with ages 
varying between 19 and  35. The vast majority of them have already received 
degrees from higher education institutions, with a third currently enrolled 
in other university programmes.

Presently, the ECLAB offers a free programme of education and issues 
certificates for its students. Aleksandr Adamianc told the Belarus Digest 
that they plan to introduce tuition fees at some point.

Non-formal versus formal education

Achieving success with new non-formal education initiatives can be chal-
lenging in Belarus. The biggest challenge for the Flying University was 
to find rooms for classes. “First, we rented some space, but in a month we 
were asked to leave. From there we went on ‘f lying’ from one place to 
another”, Tatsiana Vadalazhskaja explains, suggesting that not everyone 
welcomes their work.
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Aleksandr Adamianc from the European College of Liberal Arts told 
the Belarus Digest that they had no difficulties in finding space in Minsk.

The informal nature of these initiatives appeals to many Belarusians, 
particularly to young people. Tatsiana Vadalazhskaja from the Flying Uni-
versity notes that the project has managed to attract a number of promi-
nent Belarusian public figures, intellectuals and social activists, such as Aleś 
Smalianchuk, Ihar Babkou and Iryna Dubianieckaja. Another important 
aspect is maintaining the right atmosphere, or as Aliaksandr Adamianc puts 
it: “an atmosphere of free, non-hierarchical communication”.

Both the Flying University and the European College run attractive and 
informative websites and a have strong presence on social media networks, 
an item that is crucial nowadays. The European College also has ambitious 
plans to expand and start to co-operate with other European universities, 
so that Belarusian students could obtain dual degrees that would be rec-
ognised in Europe.

The enormous potential of non-formal education

Both the Belarusian and Russian languages are used for instruction at the 
Flying University and the European College. Their representatives have 
emphasised that the language of instruction depends entirely upon the 
instructors themselves.

“For example, the course on ‘Mathematics as the Language of Think-
ing’ is taught in Belarusian on purpose, because the instructor, Mr Lia-
vonau, wanted to develop this topic in the Belarusian language”, Tatsiana 
Vadalazhskaja told the Belarus Digest.

The European College and the Flying University prove that these types 
of education project have great prospects in Belarus, and are helping to 
unleash Belarusian civil society’s own potential. They also suggest that 
new education initiatives inside Belarus are possible, despite the grim 
political situation.

With very limited resources, especially when compared to state-funded 
universities, the organizers of informal courses have already managed to 
make education attractive outside the bounds of state-run institutions. 
With the organizers’ mix of idealism, pragmatism and professionalism, 
their student numbers and the geographical prominence of their activities 
is likely to grow further.
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This article first appeared in BelarusDigest, November 2014. Retrieved Decem-
ber 2, 2015 from http://belarusdigest.com/story/non-formal-education- belarus-
unleashing-civil-society-potential-20186

Paula Borowska is an analyst at the Ostrogorski Centre in Minsk.
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The “Great Patriotic War” in the politics of 
memory in Belarus, Moldova and Ukraine

In the late 1960s, the “Great Patriotic War of the Soviet people against the 
German-Fascist invaders” virtually replaced the “Great October Socialist 
Revolution” as the founding myth of the Soviet Union. Since 1965, Vic-
tory Day – May 9 – has been an official public holiday. Also during that 
period, the Hero City honorary title was established, the memorial medal 
was issued, and large museum complexes dedicated to the war began to 
spring up across the USSR. In particular, the Brest Fortress, which in the 
summer of 1941 was defended by the Red Army against the Wehrmacht, 
became an iconic site in Belarus; in Soviet Ukraine, the Hero City title 
was awarded to Kyiv, Odessa and Sevastopol. Numerous literary works and 
films (many of them masterpieces) created an exemplary picture of the war 
with appropriate highlights and omissions. The sacralisation of the victory, 
inextricably linked to the pride of the country, also served to legitimise the 
Soviet regime and the ruling Communist Party.

At the same time, the official memory of the war not only pushed into 
the background, but in fact suppressed local memories. The official mem-
ory had no place for the Holocaust and the Porajmos of the Sinti and Roma 
(who, as a matter of principle, were lumped together with other ‘peace-
ful victims’ of the Third Reich and its allies), let alone the deportation of 
dozens of ethnic groups carried out by the Soviet authorities in 1944. The 
other themes for which this memory’s repertoire had no place included a 
discussion of “the price of victory”, i.e. the Soviet military commanders’ 
treatment of ordinary soldiers’ lives, and the Red Army’s misdeeds in lib-
erated Europe, the numerous aspects of the life under occupation, or the 
persecutions in the formerly occupied territories after the Soviets’ return.

At the same time, the role and inf luence of the Second World War on 
the development of post-Soviet nations have not been limited solely to the 
powerful Soviet ideological dogma. Modern Europe, including its eastern 
part, is to a large degree a geopolitical, cultural and economic product of 
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the Second World War. In particular, the territories of present-day Belarus, 
Moldova and Ukraine were completely occupied by the Nazis. The post-
war redrawing of the borders and “population transfers” (the latter euphe-
mism is undoubtedly a gloss for the practices that can be best described as 
“ethnic cleansing”), the experience of restoring Soviet rule, as well as the 
acts of persecution carried out by the Soviet authorities, exercise a palpa-
ble inf luence on these nations’ development until today.

The breakup of the Soviet Union, which was caused both by the fast-
paced disintegration processes in the centre and the emancipatory drive 
in the republics, presented a series of difficult challenges to each of the 
post-Soviet nations. One of these challenges was the necessity of creating 
a new ideology of the state, a new blueprint of history suitable for legiti-
mising the post-Soviet political order. The different nations responded to 
these challenges differently, depending on the domestic and geopolitical 
situation, the sizes of ethnic and religious groups, as well as the degree of 
willingness and sense of responsibility among specific political forces and 
actors. One of the puzzles which was hardest to tackle in the area of what 
began to be called “the politics of memory” at the turn of the 21st cen-
tury was the myth of the Great Patriotic War, inherited from the USSR.

Belarus

The military history of Belarus has an important characteristic: the repub-
lic had practically no nationalist underground groups which resisted the 
Soviets. On the contrary, the guerrilla warfare, which was conducted on a 
fairly large scale in the wake of the Battle of Stalingrad, was mythologised 
after the war as being “nationwide” and ref lected in the metaphor of “Par-
tisan Belarus” (Belarus partizanskaia)1. In the post-Soviet period, the absence 
of social groups with a full-blown memory of the war which differed from 
the Soviet narrative translated into poorly fertilised soil for a pluralistic his-
torical narrative. Nevertheless, a specific local memory of the war could be 
noticed, especially in the Polish-speaking communities in western Belarus2.

However, the first textbooks of Belarusian history published in early 
1992 were a product of serious efforts to re-conceptualise the Soviet imag-
ery of the war. In particular, the textbooks referenced the Molotov-Rib-
bentrop Pact concluded in 1939, pioneered the term “World War II” (which 
was used more often than the “Great Patriotic War”) while not using even 
once such phrases as “Soviet people”, gave some consideration to the Soviet 
leadership’s missteps and faults, no longer mentioned the Communist Par-
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ty’s “leading role” in organizing the resistance movement, replaced the 
term “nationwide struggle” with the term “mass struggle”, and also men-
tioned for the first time incidents of looting and violence against civilians 
committed by the Soviet guerrilla fighters (Tykhomirov, 2004).3

Almost immediately after Alexander Lukashenko came to power in 
1994 (since which time he has been doing nothing more than legitimis-
ing his self-appointment to the presidential post through formal elections, 
while suppressing the opposition4), the Soviet symbols were put back into 
use as the Republic of Belarus’s official symbols, and a decision was made 
to remove the new Belarusian history textbooks from high schools, replac-
ing them with the Soviet ones. However, since by that time the Soviet 
textbooks simply could not be found in sufficient quantities, the replace-
ment was not carried out before 1996-1997.

The textbook published in 2000 basically recycled the Soviet mytholo-
gems about the “reunification” of Belarus in 1939 (which in effect meant 
the consequences of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact and the invasion of 
Poland by the German and Soviet armies in September 1939) and widely 
used the terms “Great Patriotic War” and “nationwide struggle”. At the 
same time, unlike its Soviet cousin, the new textbook referred to the 
“Great Patriotic War” as a part of “World War II”, thus signalling the 
adaptation of the discourse to post-Soviet realities.

The steps undertaken by the government in the run-up to the 60th anni-
versary of the victory (which ranged from pardons to the creation of new 
“places of memory”) included the decision to introduce a course called 
“The Great Patriotic War of the Soviet people (within the context of the 
Second World War)” at all Belarusian educational establishments (from 
schools to universities). This is a mandatory course in every academic pro-
gramme at institutions of higher learning, whereas at secondary schools it is 
taught as a separate discipline, incorporated into the course on the history of 
Belarus (since 2008, when the history of Belarus was abolished as a separate 
academic course, it has been incorporated into the general history course)5.

President Lukashenko made the most of the 60th anniversary of the vic-
tory in order to legitimise his regime, and unequivocally placed the Sec-
ond World War at the centre of the state’s ideology. He called the war “the 
conceptual landmark of our history”, which “brought into the sharpest 
relief the Belarusian nation’s noble spirit, freedom-loving nature and his-
torical wisdom” 6. Playing up the Belarusians’ huge contribution to the 
victory over Nazism (and emphatically calling to mind in this context the 
three million Belarusian victims of the war), Lukashenko called Belaru-
sians “the most internationalised nation” and remarked that at the core 
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“of our present achievements” was “the spirit of an unvanquished nation 
which, together with other nations of the Soviet Union, made the crit-
ical contribution to the cause of defending humanity against the brown 
plague”. The last quote is taken from the President’s welcoming address on 
the Independence Day, which since 1997 has been celebrated on July 4 – 
the day when Minsk was liberated by the Soviet Army.

The often repeated pronouncements regarding three million Belaru-
sian victims of the war do not always correctly ref lect the victims of the 
Shoah in Belarus. Yet it was in Minsk, and as early as 1946, that the Soviet 
Union’s first memorial dedicated to the mass murders of Jews was erected – 
on the site called “A Pit” (Yama), where 5,000 prisoners of the Minsk 
ghetto were killed in March 1942. In 2000, the memorial was renovated, 
and in 2008 President Lukashenko participated in a remembrance cere-
mony on the occasion of the 65th anniversary of the killings. However, in 
general, in post-Soviet Belarus the history of the Holocaust remains (as it 
was in its predecessor, the Soviet republic) insufficiently incorporated into 
the war’s general narrative.

The most noticeable and controversial commemorative event on the 
occasion of the 60th anniversary of the “Soviet people’s victory in the Great 
Patriotic War” was the opening of “The Stalin Line” open-air memorial 
near Minsk. The memorial features several fortifications, built in 1928-
1929, which did not play any significant role during World War II. The 
latter circumstance, as well as the fact that The Stalin Line was an unoffi-
cial name and the memorial’s creators could have easily avoided using it, 
led many observers to conclude that the key to the concept was precisely 
the figure of “the father of the people”. Officially, the initiative to create 
the memorial was launched by a charitable foundation, “The Memory of 
Afghanistan” (an organization uniting veterans of the Soviet-Afghan war 
in the 1980s), but the support provided by President Lukashenko was not 
only not concealed but instead emphasised in every possible way. The Sta-
lin Line was opened with great ceremony on June 30, 2005. The laconic 
explanations on the memorial’s official site (http://www.stalin-line.by) are 
peppered with slightly modernised stock phrases from 1970s periodicals 
which purported “to bring up the young in the spirit of patriotism”. In par-
ticular, the site informs the reader that “the creation of the memorial was 
a people’s project” while “the main burden of the project was shouldered 
by the engineering units of the Republic of Belarus’s army”.

The Stalin Line’s administration categorise it as a museum, “a place for 
family leisure” and, also, a venue for corporate parties. The list of proposed 
entertainments (it is difficult to find another word in this context) includes 
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a boat trip on a lake, “a soldier’s hearty porridge” in a café called At the 
Halt, rides in armoured vehicles, and the opportunity “to test real weap-
ons used in the Great Patriotic War”. Interestingly, this approach (even if its 
practitioners are not aware of it) is noticeably at variance with the emphatic 
Soviet style of sacralisation of memory and is more redolent of the omnip-
otence of mass culture.

As a result of the energetic efforts to publicise the “Belarusian Dis-
neyland” (the unofficial name for The Stalin Line) through the media, 
this memorial essentially eclipsed other similar sites created in the Bre-
zhnev era – the Khatyn memorial7 and the Mound of Glory – just as the 
National Library, built several years previously, eclipsed all other buildings 
in Minsk. The most essential element here is the fact that the new creations 
are a product of the “Lukashenko era”8.

The history of the creation of the Marshal Zhukov monument in Minsk 
was somewhat more messy. The initial design featured a 4.5-meter long 
equestrian statue (the first equestrian monument in Minsk), to be mounted 
in front of the Officers’ Club, not far from the site where the first Soviet 
tank to enter into the city in 1944 stands. A certain amount of funds had 
been collected for the equestrian statue before the authorities, all of a sud-
den, claimed that the site that had been earmarked for it was a poor choice 
of location. While the search for a different locality was on, inf lation ate 
up a considerable portion of the funds, and the idea of an equestrian statue 
died a natural death. The new design featured the marshal’s seven-meter 
high bust – having shrunk later to just one meter (although this one-me-
ter high bust was mounted on a Soviet-style four-meter high base). It was 
unveiled with much ceremony on Zheleznodorozhnaya Street in 2007. 

In 2006, schools in Belarus received the first print of a Belarus  history 
textbook written in Russian. It was authored by Vladimir Sidortsov, 
who also created the 1993 textbook mentioned earlier (Smalianchuk, 
2008, pp. 378-381). This time around, the textbook writer, sensitive to 
the authorities’ changed demands, wrote up the “reunification” of 1939 
as being an entirely positive event, and reinstated in the text references 
to the “nationwide struggle” and the Communist Party’s “leading role”. 
Yet the textbook, which was issued in 2006, used the terms “Holocaust” 
and “Ostarbeiter” for the first time, and even tried “to cautiously invoke 
a national discourse while maintaining the predominance of the Soviet 
approach” (Smalianchuk, 2008, p. 381). I agree with this characteristic by 
Ales’ Smalianchuk, and feel it is necessary to draw attention once again to 
the mere fact of the inevitable (albeit quite fragmentary) re-formulation of 
the Soviet narrative in post-Soviet circumstances.
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Lukashenko’s logic when addressing the myth of the “Great Patriotic 
War” can be described as an understandable desire to use a ready-made 
symbolical resource, especially considering the expectations of most of his 
voters. What presented a much more serious challenge to his regime was 
the necessity of introducing conservative but meaningful changes to that 
myth. The new social context of the usage of the Soviet myths became 
the main driver for this. To give you an example of such changes, I wish 
to point to the discreet departure from the concept of the “Soviet peo-
ple’s victory” (in the President’s decrees on the occasion of the 60th anni-
versary of the end of the war) to the victory of the Belarusian people, who 
“together with other nations of the Soviet Union made a critical contribu-
tion …”. This is a very subtle change, which is all the more important con-
sidering the ongoing efforts to form a Belarusian political nation.

On the whole, President Lukashenko is trying to find a “middle way” 
in his politics of history between the national narrative (associated with 
the political opposition he hates) and the post-Soviet Russian narrative (in 
which, Lukashenko fears, Belarus may disappear).

Moldova

The main characteristic of the politics of memory in post-Soviet Moldova 
is the conf lict between the “Romanian” and “Moldovan” interpretations 
of the identity of the people living in Moldova. In other words, the ques-
tion of whether the Moldovans are a separate nation (as was claimed by 
Soviet propaganda) or a part of the Romanian nation9 inevitably acquired 
a hard political edge after the breakup of the USSR.

As in the other former Soviet republics, from the late 1980s to the early 
1990s, an emancipatory discourse with nationalist overtones prevailed in 
Moldova. The parliament of what was then the Moldavian Soviet Social-
ist Republic condemned the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact and its conse-
quences, starting off the re-interpretation of history adapted to the Roma-
nian national narrative. The important landmark events signalling these 
changes included the restoration of the monument to Stephen III (‘Stephen 
the Great’) in Chisinau and the removal of a large number of Lenin stat-
ues, as well as the invocation of the formula “two states – one nation”. This 
formula was the backbone of “History of Romanians”, a discipline intro-
duced into the high school curriculum in 1990.

Incidentally, the relative ease and speed of change of the predominant 
paradigm can be explained by the “latent Romanisation of the Molda-
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vian intelligentsia” (Kusko & Taki, 2003, p. 489), which had been in prog-
ress since the mid-1960s, and which included the gradual adaptation of 
the Moldavian language to Romanian literary standards by cleansing it 
of neologisms introduced by the communist authorities in the interwar 
period.

Like the politics of Stanislav Shushkevich in Belarus or Leonid Kravchuk 
in Ukraine, the politics of Mircea Snegur, who was president from 1991-
1996 (in Moldova, unlike in Belarus or Ukraine, the nation’s presidents 
are elected in the parliament, not by popular vote), ought to be considered 
as a series of situation-specific reactions to a volatile domestic and interna-
tional political context rather than as a consistent politics of a “nationalis-
ing state”. The post-Soviet nomenclatura f lexibly used the national idea in 
its ethno-cultural (Romanian) form as an ideological justification for hold-
ing on to the power in the new social realities. However, a deteriorating 
economic situation and geopolitical uncertainty pushed the politicians in 
a backward direction. Already on February 5, 1994, speaking at a meeting 
of “Our Home Is the Republic of Moldova”, Snegur brought up the con-
cept of the “Moldovan nation”, and in the country’s new constitution, the 
principle of “two states – two nations” (Cojocari, 2007, p. 91) was clearly 
spelled out. 1995 saw an attempt to replace “History of Romanians” with 
“History of Moldova” as a school subject at high schools, which caused 
street protests, compelling the President to issue a decree prohibiting crit-
icism of teaching a history of Romanians. 

President Petru Lucinschi (1996-2001) continued to move in the direc-
tion of “Moldovanism” and attempted to trace the origin of post-Soviet 
Moldova down to the state ruled by Stephen III. Following the Com-
munist Party’s victory at the parliamentary election in 2001 projects 
were begun throughout the country to renovate the monuments to the 
“Soviet Soldiers-Liberators”, the Independence Day became the Day of 
the Republic, and the concept of the “multi-ethnic Moldavian nation” was 
promoted concurrently with the marginalisation of the symbols associated 
with Romanian identity. In December 2001, the government decided to 
replace “History of Romanians” with “History of Moldova” in schools, 
causing three-month-long protests in Chisinau.

2001 saw post-Soviet Moldova’s first major celebration of Victory Day. 
The statue of Stephen III was incorporated into the primarily Soviet rit-
ual in order to highlight “the historical continuity” of Moldova’s state-
hood (Cojocari, 2007, p. 101). In other words, in this case, too, the Soviet 
narrative of “sunny Moldavia” became adjusted to suit the new circum-
stances: some storylines were added, while others were re-interpreted. 
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At the level of local communities and local memories, the Soviet monu-
ments were often “domesticated” by amending their ideological formulae. 
For instance, in the countryside, the red stars over Soviet soldiers’ graves 
were replaced (or supplemented) with Christian symbols (Cojocari, 2007, 
pp. 109-110)10.

In the opinion of Vladimir Solonari (2002), given the socio-cultural 
situation in post-Soviet Moldova, neither the communist nor the national 
narrative can offer a meaningful and non-antagonistic vision of Moldo-
va’s history which would further the formation of a modern identity. The 
communist narrative actively plies the traditionalist and primordialist cat-
egories for self-legitimisation (a good example here is the postulation of 
continuity between the medieval Moldovan state, Bessarabia within the 
Russian Empire, the Moldavian Autonomous Republic within pre-war 
Soviet Ukraine, and the Moldavian Soviet Socialist Republic, created in 
194012 ). Somewhat paradoxical though it is, in Moldova, the idea of the 
statehood’s continuity became the blueprint of a historical alternative to 
the idea of the Romanian nation.

In 2010, after a protracted political crisis, the majority of seats in Moldo-
va’s parliament was won by forces supporting European integration. Soon 
afterwards, the Moldovan wine exporters (and winemaking is perhaps the 
country’s main export-oriented industry) began to have problems with 
Russia’s public health authorities. And on July 24, 2010, the acting presi-
dent Mihai Ghimpu signed a decree establishing the Day of Soviet Occu-
pation on June 28 – on that day mourning ceremonies were to be held and 
the state f lags lowered across Moldova. Such a radical symbolic break with 
the Soviet war narrative (it was on June 28, 1940 that the Soviet troops 
invaded Moldova, after an ultimatum to Romania) was designed to signal 
Chisinau’s exit from Russia’s sphere of geopolitical inf luence. However, 
just a few days later, on July 12, Moldova’s constitutional court deemed the 
decree establishing the Day of Soviet Occupation unconstitutional, argu-
ing that historical events should not be described in legal terms.

The conf lict between the Moldovan and Romanian versions of history 
and Moldova’s identity continues, and the politics of memory with regard 
to the war directly depend upon it.

Ukraine

In the Ukrainian national narrative (which has been most consistently laid 
out in the school textbooks since the 1990s), communism, as well as the 
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Russian Empire, are portrayed as external forces that coerced Ukraine into 
their orbit. Given this perspective, Ukraine, which indeed suffered a great 
deal from the Soviet totalitarian regime, denies its contribution to its cre-
ation and portrays itself as a victim of external aggression12.

However, completely purging the Soviet element from the legitimate 
image of the past proved to be an unsustainable endeavour, if we take into 
account the mindsets of a large section of the population (for whom ‘Soviet’ 
is a synonym for relative well-being, social guarantees and  stability) and 
external pressures coming from Russia. The “Great Patriotic War” was a 
historical narrative that had to be incorporated, albeit partially, into the 
grand official narrative. The strategies chosen for such integration con-
sisted in humanising the war’s image, refocusing attention to personal his-
tories, heroic feats and the suffering of “ordinary people” and, at the same 
time, highlighting the Soviet political and military leaders’ mistakes and 
brutality.

Unlike in Belarus, in western Ukraine  – in Galicia and Volhynia  – 
strong anti-Soviet nationalist guerrilla groups were active until the early 
1950s. The textbook authors resolved the problem of incorporating the 
activities of the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists (OUN) and the 
Ukrainian Insurgent Army (UPA) into the new version of the war by 
highlighting their struggle against the Nazis and a “democratic” evolu-
tion of the nationalist movement which presumably emerged after 1943. 
Meanwhile, the massacre of Poles by the UPA in Volhynia in the sum-
mer of 1943 was ignored, in which at least 60,000 Polish civilians were 
killed13, as was the participation of Ukrainian nationalists in the murder of 
Jews by the Nazis14. The new textbook claimed that the goal of ordinary 
Ukrainians battling on both sides of the front was independent statehood 
for Ukraine, and after 1991 this was intended to create conditions for rec-
onciliation between the Soviet and UPA veterans. However, all attempts 
to award official war veteran status to the nationalist guerrilla fighters and 
to officially rehabilitate the UPA failed15. 

In the early 1990s, Galicia and Volhynia experienced a wave of monu-
ment creation. The historical figure now featured on the pedestals in most 
cities was Stepan Bandera, the leader of the OUN’s radical wing. The 
name of Stepan Bandera, who was assassinated by a KGB agent in Munich 
in 1959, became a generic name used for Ukrainian nationalists or even all 
residents of western Ukraine (“banderites”, “banderas”). The post-Soviet 
canonisation of Bandera, geographically restricted to Galicia and Volhynia, 
is one of the glaring examples of an external break with the Soviet ideolog-
ical dogma (which presented Bandera as being an arch-villain).
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At first, the notion of the “Great Patriotic War” disappeared from school 
textbooks, but in 1995, after intervention by the legislators (initiated by the 
Communist Party of Ukraine), it was reinstated. However, the historical 
narrative in the textbooks did not change or revert to the Soviet dogma. 
Instead, this fairly monological textbook found itself in a pluralist public 
space where the main alternatives to the national dogma were individual 
elements of Soviet mythology, as well as populism and nostalgia.

The key to understanding the Ukrainian state’s policies after 1992 lies 
in the awareness of its multitude of vectors and situational variability. The 
search for ways to legitimise Ukraine and its post-Soviet elites without 
causing national, linguistic or religious conf licts was carried out literally 
by touch. One can say that this approach was “conceptualised” in Presi-
dent Leonid Kuchma’s “multi-vector” policies (1994-2004). In particular, 
in 2000 he officially reinstated Soviet Army Day on February 23.

In his public speeches on Victory Day on May 9, Kuchma took care not 
to bring up the subject of the UPA and, accordingly, the broader subject of 
the internal Ukrainian conf lict. At the same time, the authorities tried to 
use the subject of the UPA’s rehabilitation in ongoing political struggles. 
However, on May 28, 1997, the government set up a commission to study 
the history of the OUN and the UPA. A task force of historians created 
under its aegis was headed by Stanislav Kulchytsky (2005). The preliminary 
conclusions of the task force were published in 2000, and the final report 
was issued in 2005, when Kuchma was no longer president16. The histo-
rians acknowledged the radically nationalist nature of the OUN’s ideol-
ogy but argued that the UPA did not collaborate with the Nazis after 1943. 
Making a call for “the restoration of historical justice”, the task force of his-
torians recommended that the Second World War veteran title be awarded 
to UPA combatants17.

As the presidential election of 2004 drew nearer, the politics of sym-
bols experienced a U-turn, acquiring a strong pro-Russian f lavour, which 
was signalled in the Brezhnev-style parade on October 28, 2004, to mark 
the 60th anniversary of the liberation of Ukraine – a ceremony attended 
by the Russian president Vladimir Putin. The subsequent developments, 
historically known as the Orange Revolution of 2004, showed that these 
transformations caused the opposite reaction to the one that was expected.

The new president, Viktor Yushchenko, paid special attention to his-
tory. The rhetoric of his public speeches about the Second World War 
was dominated by a mood of reconciliation and unity of the nation. He 
linked the victory over fascism to statehood (“Our victory is a celebra-
tion of Ukrainian statehood”). He invoked the unity of the nation during 
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the war not as a means of the struggle but as a goal, claiming that millions 
of Ukrainians “were defending Ukraine and dying for Ukraine” (Yush-
chenko, 2006)18. Meanwhile, Yushchenko often paired together seemingly 
incompatible symbols. For instance, addressing the UPA combatants, he 
used the Soviet construct “Great Patriotic War” or (in order to bolster the 
same argument about the “unity of the Ukrainian people in the war”) 
mentioned the general Nikolai Vatutin, killed by the UPA, and the UPA 
commander Roman Shukhevych, killed in battle by the Soviets, in the 
same breath. After the first round of the presidential election in 2010 (when 
he received only 5.45% of the votes), Yushchenko signed the scandalous 
decree awarding the Hero of Ukraine title to Stepan Bandera. This decree 
was soon annulled in the court of law, since the recipient of the title was 
not a citizen of Ukraine. 

We should point to a feature of Yushchenko’s public addresses which was 
novel compared to Kuchma’s: Yushchenko mentioned the Holocaust and the 
deportation of Crimean Tatars by the Soviets in 1944. In his public address 
to mark the occasion of the 70th anniversary of the Baby Yar murders, the 
winner of the 2010 presidential race, Viktor Yanukovych (2011), even man-
aged to avoid not only the words “Holocaust” and “Shoah” but even the 
word “Jews”, mentioning only “mass murders of civilians” and the “painful 
death of thousands of people of different ethnic backgrounds” in Baby Yar. 

 Today, Baby Yar – the site of the mass murders in Kiev – demonstrates 
particularly clearly that the state lacks a well thought-out policy in rela-
tion to the memorialisation of the Holocaust. In 1989, memorial plaques 
in Hebrew and Russian were mounted at the memorial opened during the 
Soviet period, in 1976. During the independence years, many monuments 
to different groups of victims were mounted in Baby Yar (including a 
monument to several OUN members shot there). Presently, the “Baby Yar 
national reserve” features 29 different monuments, as well as playgrounds 
for children, vendor kiosks and other installations providing leisure facil-
ities for Kyiv residents.

On the whole, the memorialisation of the Holocaust in Ukraine, spe-
cial publications, summer schools and seminars devoted to the subject are 
the result of non-governmental initiatives, primarily projects run by inter-
national and local Jewish organizations. In particular, in Dnipropetrovsk, 
a big industrial centre in the south-east of the country, which is some-
times metaphorically called “Ukraine’s Jewish capital”, the construction of 
Europe’s largest Jewish community centre, known as ‘Menorah’, was com-
pleted in 2012. The centre consists of skyscrapers in the form of a meno-
rah, housing a synagogue, kosher restaurants and hotels, a hospital, and a 
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Museum of Jewish History and the Holocaust – the largest institution of 
this kind in the former USSR. 

At the official level, the policies of President Yanukovych (2010-2014) 
included straightforward attempts to reinstate many elements of the Bre-
zhnev-era image of the “Great Patriotic War”. In particular, he openly 
spoke of the need to “synchronise” the May 9th celebration with Rus-
sia and Belarus. In 2010, on Victory Day, military parades were held in 
Kyiv and all the Hero Cities, while the “inconvenient episodes” of the 
war (the nationalist underground, the fates of the Soviet prisoners of war, 
the deportation of the Crimean Tatars) were not mentioned at the offi-
cial level. On the eve of the holiday, following an initiative of Ukraine’s 
Communist Party, which was a part of the ruling coalition, Stalin’s por-
traits were displayed in Luhansk, Soviet f lags were raised in Kherson and 
Crimea, and a monument to the Soviet victims of the OUN and UPA was 
unveiled in Luhansk, as was a Stalin monument in Zaporizhia, near the 
Communist Party’s local office. 

It is important to stress the fact that in Ukraine, where the socio-eco-
nomic programmes of the various political forces are actually identical and 
have an undisguised populist touch, the issues of history and language have 
often been ideal markers of political distinction. The political elites, mean-
while, have regarded history as a relatively safe area where verbal and sym-
bolic antipathy was unlikely to be translated into direct physical violence. 
However, the Maidan protests from the autumn of 2013 to the spring of 
2014 and the war in Donbas that followed showed that it was precisely the 
issues of history, language and identity that formed the main ideological 
underpinning of the political movements and violent actions of the masses.

The political and economic situation in Ukraine before the Maidan 
unrest can be described as a deep crisis of sovereignty and statehood as 
such. On the one hand, public opinion developed an understanding of 
the lack of prospects for living inside an entirely corrupt economy ruled 
by clans and oligarchs, while on the other, it bought into the myths of 
Europe as a space of freedom of speech and movement, economic devel-
opment and the rule of law. For many participants of the Maidan protests, 
“Europe” became a symbolic antithesis both to the Yanukovych regime 
and the “Soviet past”. As for the former, Yanukovych completely lost his 
legitimacy as he demonstrated his impotence in guaranteeing the protest-
ers’ rights and avoiding violence. At the same time, in the minds of many 
people, all things Soviet, especially within the context of the annexation 
of Crimea and the war in Donbas, became associated with Putin’s Russia 
and its aggressive policies19.
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The “Great Patriotic War” and the Ukrainian crisis of 2013-2015

On February 21, 2014, the popular Russian newspaper “Komsomol-
skaya Pravda” ran an unsettling headline on the front page: “After seiz-
ing Ukraine, banderites will take aim at Russia”. Six days later, plans for a 
referendum were announced, and on March 16, the referendum “for the 
reunification of Crimea and Russia” was held. In addition to the “right 
to self-determination” and “Crimea has always been a part of Russia”, the 
arguments used to politically prop up this “reunification” included the 
need to protect the peninsula against a “punishing operation” which, it 
was claimed, was already planned by “the banderites’ loyal followers” in 
the Kyiv government.

The Kremlin propaganda covering the events in Ukraine was already 
using the language of the “Great Patriotic War” and portraying the Maidan 
not only as an “American conspiracy”, but also as a reincarnation of the 
very same fascism the victory over which had been officially celebrated 
on May 9 since 1965. In the official Russian media, the Ukrainian volun-
teer units were obsessively represented as “punishers” committing atroci-
ties against civilians. Within this logic of agitprop, present-day Russia was 
identified with the Red Army, which won over the Nazis, and the politics 
of interference with the Ukrainian crisis was explained by the need to pro-
tect the world against the new/old “fascism” from the Maidan.

The historical-emotional bridge from 1941-1945 to 2014-2015 played 
a key role in the justification for the war on the part of self-proclaimed 
Donetsk and Luhansk People’s Republics. The ideological constructs of 
these entities existing under Russia’s military and economic wardship 
combine the elements of late Soviet mythology, anti-oligarchic sentiment, 
Christian Orthodox discourse and Hollywood mass culture. In many pub-
lic pronouncements by the LNR and DNR leaders, their declared “anti-fas-
cism” goes hand in hand with anti-Semitic statements (Mitrokhin, 2015).

One could have expected Ukraine to respond to this tide of propaganda 
with an upsurge of radical nationalist sentiment. Such a development would 
have appeared all the more logical considering the fact that the Maidan 
protesters legitimised the nationalist slogan “Glory to Ukraine! Glory to 
the heroes!” and often waved the OUN’s black and red f lag. Yet even the 
rhetoric that leaders of the right-wing volunteer unit Azov and the right-
wing party Right Sector use to describe the current war is dominated by 
symbolic allusions not to the UPA’s tradition but to the Soviet narrative! 
In particular, in September 2014, the Right Sector’s leader wrote about 
“our Great Patriotic War” (Yarosh, 2015), while the Azov battalion called 
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Donetsk airport, which the Ukrainian forces had been controlling for 242 
days, “our Pavlov’s House” (Kuznetsova, Sabinova, Sokolovskaia, 2015).20

Using the symbols of the “Great Patriotic War” when describing the 
heroic deeds of the Ukrainian fighters became commonplace in the official 
rhetoric coming from Kyiv. Yet on August 24, 2014, in his speech on the 
occasion of Ukraine’s Independence Day, President Petro Poroshenko (2014) 
said that Ukraine was waging a “Patriotic War” in Donbas. Many Ukrainian 
politicians compared the struggle for Donetsk airport to the defence of the 
Brest Fortress, and on February 14 2015, an advisor to the Home Affairs 
Minister, Zorian Shkiriak (2015), said that the enemy was “deliberately 
turning Debaltsevo into Stalingrad”, meaning the intensity of fire and the 
scale of destruction of this key railway junction. The most eloquent pro-
nouncement was a comment made by the Kyiv-appointed Luhansk Region’s 
governor Hennadii Moskal (2014) regarding an assault by LNR combat-
ants on a Ukrainian checkpoint near Bakhmutka in October 2014: “these 
are General Vlasov’s true heirs, who villainously breach all agreements”21.

The frequency of usage of these similes can be explained first of all by 
the strong inertia of late Soviet education and mass culture, and by family 
memories of the war. References to the Brest Fortress, Pavlov’s House or 
even “treacherous soldiers from Vlasov’s army” prove to be more recognis-
able than fragments of the history of the UPA or other Ukrainian anti-So-
viet underground movements.

 This brings us to the difficult question of whether post-Maidan Ukraine 
will seriously compete with today’s Russia for the “Great  Victory”, whether 
it will dispute the statement that Russia would have won the war “even 
without Ukraine”, which Putin still made in 2010 (Kolbasian, 2011), or his 
other statement, made in 2015, to the effect that “it was most of all Rus-
sian people who sacrificed their lives for the sake of victory” (Putin, 2015).

In the context of an open conf lict (often called a hybrid war) with Rus-
sia, the Ukrainian government and President Petro Poroshenko are look-
ing for ways to symbolically distance themselves from the Soviet past and 
the modern Russian historical narrative. In particular, Defender of the 
Fatherland Day was transferred from February 23 to October 14 – the date 
which the UPA chose as the official date of its establishment. On April 9, 
2015, the Verkhovna Rada (Ukraine’s parliament) passed laws recognising 
members of different Ukrainian political organizations acting throughout 
the 20th century (including the nationalist underground during World 
War II) as “fighters for Ukraine’s independence”, and establishing May 8 as 
the Day of Memory and Reconciliation. Yet May 9 retains its status of an 
official holiday – Victory Day. The privileges granted to the Red Army’s 



193

The “Great Patriotic War” in the politics of memory in Belarus, Moldova and Ukraine

veterans are also not questioned, and the Hero of Ukraine medal, shaped 
as a five-pointed star (as it was designed during the presidency of Leonid 
Kuchma, who introduced it), remains the highest honour awarded, among 
others, to Ukrainian soldiers fighting in Donbas.

Thus, the politics of memory pursued by the official channels in Kyiv 
retains a certain ambivalence and still contains many elements of Soviet 
symbols which chimerically intertwine with elements of the nationalist 
narrative.

Different (and similar) images of the war

In all three countries sketched out here, the subject of the Second World 
War remains a central one for the politics of memory and oblivion. Unlike 
Belarus or Moldova, there is regional diversity in Ukraine when it comes 
to models of memory, as well as continuity (since 1991) in the historical 
narratives laid out in its textbooks. The most radical textbook changes have 
been made in Belarus. In Moldova, the struggle over the history curricu-
lum in high schools (or, rather, the very name of the discipline) has demon-
strated the greatest potential for social mobilisation. And the main com-
mon denominator in the evolution of the three countries is the fact that the 
Soviet myth of the “Great Patriotic War”, once whole, has been nation-
alised (albeit by emphatically Communist or “anti-nationalist” authorities) 
and adapted to local expectations and needs. It is these variations and mod-
ifications that contain highly interesting information about society and 
government in the three neighbouring countries. The trajectory of devel-
opment of all three countries can be described in most general terms (of 
course keeping in mind the significant differences) as a movement from the 
more straightforward national formulae through a re-Sovietisation of vary-
ing intensity to a search for models of a political nation and civic identity.

English language version provided by the author. 

This text was previously published as Der “Große Vaterländische Krieg” in den Er
innerungskulturen von Belarus, Moldova und der Ukraine. Versuch eines Vergleichs. In 
S. Troebst und J. Wolf (Eds.) (2011), Erinnern an den Zweiten Weltkrieg. Mahnmale 
und Museen in Mittel und Osteuropa (pp. 227-241). Earlier, shorter versions of this 
text were published in the Polish and Ukrainian languages in Res Publica Nowa, 7, 
24-34 (2009); Ukraïna Moderna. 4(15), 206-218 (2009).

Andrii Portnov is currently a visiting researcher at the Department of Slavic 
Studies at Humboldt University in Berlin.
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Notes

 1 For more information on the “Partisan Belarus” symbols see Goujon (2010).
 2 For more information on the memories of war in post-Soviet Belarusian society, see 

Smalianchuk (2007); Shatalava (2008) and others.
 3 More details can be found in Smalianchuk (2008).
 4 In relation to the nature of President Lukashenko’s regime, Belarus was often meta-

phorically described as “the last dictatorship in Europe” (Wilson, 2011). See also 
Marples (1999); Balmaceda, Clem, & Tarlow (2002); Feichtinger & Malek (2008); 
Osteuropa (2010).

 5 See: Kovalenia & Stshkevich (2004). This textbook describes the ‘re-unificiation’ of 
1939 according to the late Soviet scheme, but mentions “mistakes and extremes” 
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which are limited to the closing of the churches. The book also mentions the Holo-
caust and devotes a separate chapter to the Belarusian collaborators with the Nazis. 

 6 All quotes from Lukashenko speeches are taken from the official webpage of the 
President of the Republic of Belarus: http://president.gov.by

 7 The memorial complex on the site of Khatyn village, which was burned down in 
March 1943, was opened near Minsk in 1969. For more information on its symbol-
isation, see Oushakine (2011); Rudling (2012).

 8 I owe this observation to conversations with my Belarusian colleague, Andrei Tyk-
homirov.

 9 For more details, see Ihrig (2008).
10 The same strategies of “domestication” of the memorials to Soviet soldiers could be 

found in Ukraine. See for example the story of such a memorial in the East Galician 
town of Slavs’ke in Portnov (2008). 

11  The point regarding the continuity of the Moldovan statehood is to a large degree a 
product of Soviet historiography. During the brief existence of the Moldavian Dem-
ocratic Republic ( January 24 – March 27, 1918), there were no attempts to trace the 
history of statehood to the medieval Moldavian principality (Kusko & Taki, 2003, 
p. 490).

12 For more details on the politics of memory in post-Soviet Ukraine, see Wanner 
(1998); Rodgers. (2008); Portnov (2010) and others.

13 On the history of the Volhynian ethnic cleansing see Motyka (2011); Snyder (2003). 
14  For more information, see Rudling (2011). Among the numerous publications on the 

Holocaust in Ukraine see Brandon & Lower (2008).
15 For more information on the various groups of veterans and their role in Ukrainian 

politics, see Portnov & Portnova (2010).
16  Kul’chytskyĭ, S. (Ed.) (2005). OUN i UPA. Fakhovyĭ vysnovok robochoï hrupy 

istorykiv pry uriadoviĭ komisiï z vyvchennia diial’nosti OUN i UPA. The analysis 
of this document could be found in Jilge (2006).

17  A special research of the memories of the UPA: Yurchuk (2014). On the question of 
collaboration with the Nazis and its relevance for the memory politics in post-Soviet 
Ukraine see Khromeychuk (2013).

18  President of Ukraine Speech on Victory Day. May 9, 2006.
19  Among the publications on the Maidan and the ‘Ukraine Crisis’ see  Stepa nenko &   

Bylynskyi (2014); Marples & Millis (2015); Raabe & Sapper (2015); and others. Im -
por tant in  ter pretative insights can be found in Gerasimov. (2014); Zhurzenko (2014).

20 ‘Pavlov’s House’ – an apartment house in Stalingrad defended during the Battle of 
Stalingrad in 1943 by the group of Soviet soldiers commanded by sergeant Yakov 
Pavlov. ‘Pavlov’s House’ became one of the most recognisable Soviet symbols of the 
‘Great Patriotic War’.

21 Moskal’ spoke of the Soviet general Andrei Vlasov who in 1942 was taken prisoner 
together with his soldiers by German troops. In 1943, Vlasov became the com-
mander of the anti-Soviet Russian Liberation Army (ROA). In 1945, Vlasov was 
captured by the Soviets and executed in 1946 as ‘the betrayer of the Motherland’.
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The Eastern Partnership Initiative: 
5-year results and future perspectives

Eastern Partnership background and framework

The emergence and implementation of the Eastern Partnership (EaP) is 
linked with the Polish-Swedish proposal within the context of the Euro-
pean Neighbourhood Policy (ENP), in order to sustain and increase coop-
eration between the EU and its six eastern neighbours – Armenia, Azer-
baijan, Belarus, Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine. In many ways, the ENP 
has been a subject of heavy criticism due to its framework which brought 
together a huge range of various countries from Northern Africa, the Mid-
dle East and Eastern Europe. That is why it was thought that a specification 
of EU policies towards its eastern neighbours would become a qualitative 
upgrade of the ENP (Emerson, 2008, p. 15). The declared goal of the EaP 
was to bring the six participating countries to the creation of a free trade 
area between them and the EU. Further aims referred to the advancement 
of cooperation in the field of energy, followed by abolishing barriers in 
trade between the participants of the initiative. Finally, the EaP was con-
structed as a club “that would be loyal to the EU, depend on that commu-
nity and share the European values” (Polkhov, 2008).

The aforementioned loyalty and dependence have been embodied in the 
formal framework of the EaP. It has been designed by the EU and based 
on the formula “more-for-more.” It means that the countries which show 
the best performance in conducting democratic reforms are provided with 
more opportunities and incentives from the EU. At the same time, the 
bilateral relations of all six countries with the EU have been formalised 
through the EaP initiative and based on the same formula centred on the 
Association Agreements (AA) which in each case should also contain parts 
on the Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Areas (DCFTA) and replace 
previous Partnership and Cooperation Agreements (PCA). In other words, 
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such a framework implied approximation between each EaP country and 
the EU when the former were to accept “commitment[s] to ‘endeavour to 
ensure that [their] legislation be gradually made compatible with that of the 
Community’ under the so-called ‘approximation clause’” (Petrov, 2014, 
p. 137). This legislative rapprochement is to be based on the three-pil-
lar structure and include spheres of economy, justice and home affairs, 
as well as foreign and security policy (Emerson, 2008, p. 15). Of crucial 
importance for the completion of this framework was the EaP countries’ 
membership in the WTO, which was set by the EU as a precondition for 
negotiation of the DCFTA parts of the bilateral Association Agreements 
(European Commission, 2014, p. 2). 

Within this format, a particular role was played by Ukraine. On the one 
hand, it is the biggest EaP country that constitutes approximately 60% of 
both the EaP region’s territory and population (SME, 2012, p. 52). On the 
other, the EU-Ukraine Association Agreement was thought to become a 
template for other EaP countries, though taking into account their pecu-
liarities and characteristics (Emerson, 2008, p. 15). Consequently, this 
framework implies more or less a standard procedural approach of the EU 
towards six different countries of the EaP region, which in the case of their 
intentions for enhanced relations with the EU thus had to comply with this 
EU-designed format for coordination of their bilateral relations.

This outcome has a number of implications. The conditionality-based 
“more-for-more” formula is applied by the EU to countries with different 
geopolitical priorities and alliance choices. Thus, already at the  beginning 
of EaP initiative, these six countries had different levels of rapproche-
ment with the EU and different visions of how bilateral relations could 
develop. Moreover, after the 2014 Russian annexation of the Ukrainian 
Crimean peninsula, Belarus remains the only EaP country which is free 
from any territorial and/or ethnic conf licts, compared to the others, which 
all include the Russia factor. However, through its design, the EaP does 
not take into account the growing role of Russia in the region embod-
ied by a number of Russian-led regional alliances. Finally, the EaP format 
does not offer any clear-cut EU membership perspective to any of its six 
participants, although it does not rule it out in general. However, it does 
stipulate that the approximation of the EaP countries with the EU should 
be achieved through a special EaP mechanism within the ENP. At the 
same time, as the contents of the consequent EU Presidency Programmes 
after the launch of the EaP illustrate, there is still no common assessment 
with regard to the intensity and role of EaP among the EU’s foreign pol-
icy prio rities.
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European perspective for the region before and after Vilnius

Any analysis of the emergence and development of the EaP framework 
requires a close focus on the time factor. As Johns (2013, p. 158)  underlines, 
while the EU argues on its own webpage that this partnership is funda-
mentally about trade, it mentions the Russia-Georgia war as a rationale for 
exerting more inf luence in the region. This not only brings the Russian 
factor into the equation but also makes it necessary to address the state of 
bilateral relations of the EaP countries with the EU at the moment when the 
initiative was about to be launched. The Czech EU Presidency Programme 
(2009, p. 24) which inaugurated the EaP provides a brief but comprehen-
sive overview of the bilateral relations with individual EaP countries. Thus, 
it was expected to continue negotiations on a new Ukraine-EU bilateral 
agreement and to launch similar negotiations with Moldova. With regard 
to Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia, it was thought to work “on the con-
clusion of new, enhanced agreements, deepening relations and coopera-
tion within the framework of the European Neighbourhood Policy and the 
Eastern Partnership.” As for Belarus, initially its participation in the initia-
tive was linked to the policies of the Belarusian government. Nevertheless, 
the readiness of the EU for the gradual development of bilateral relations 
and constructive dialogue with Belarus was declared.

Consequently, already at its initial stage, the EaP resembled a three-tier 
league measured through the countries’ progress in preparing or negoti-
ating prospective bilateral agreements with the Union. The “top league” 
consisted of Ukraine and Moldova, which at that time had already started 
negotiations or were about to do so. The “second league” included three 
countries in the Southern Caucasus, which were less advanced in the devel-
opment of their relations with the EU compared to Moldova and Ukraine, 
although they had demonstrated their willingness for deeper cooperation. 
The “third tier” contained Belarus, which was the only EaP country which 
lacked its own PCA with the EU (European Commission, 2014, p. 5).

Within five years of the Eastern Partnership, this situation changed 
somewhat due to reconfigurations in the development of the EaP coun-
tries’ relations with the EU. The Lithuanian EU Presidency Programme 
(2013, p. 17), which culminated with the EaP Summit in November 2013 
in Vilnius, may serve as a good benchmark of this. Initially, the signing 
of the Ukraine-EU Association Agreement, including its DCFTA part, 
was seen as the highlight of the summit. In the cases of Armenia, Georgia 
and Moldova, the EU strived to complete negotiations on similar agree-
ments before the summit. With regard to Azerbaijan, “[t]angible prog-
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ress in negotiations” was expected. The specifics of Belarus-EU relations 
were not covered by this programme. Thus, the progress in negotiating 
the Association Agreement was seen as the main determinant in bilateral 
relations between the EU and its eastern neighbours. This status quo also 
predetermined the public interest with regard to these countries before 
and during the Vilnius Summit. Both prior to and during the summit, the 
greatest amount of attention was focused on Ukraine, then on Armenia, 
Georgia and Moldova, while Azerbaijan and Belarus drew the least degree 
of interest. Such logic complied with the “more-for-more” conditional-
ity formula applied by the EU in its relations with the EaP countries. At 
the same time, if the most “pro-European” statement with regard to the 
development of their relations and readiness for further tangible progress 
in negotiations with the European Union were to come from Azerbaijan 
or Belarus, it would hardly exceed public attention to the “top tier” (Kas-
cian and Vasilevich, 2013, p. 2).

However, the way the situation developed in reality turned out to be 
different than expected by the European Union. First, Armenia refused 
to initiate an Association Agreement and declared its intention to join the 
Russian-led Customs Union (Gotev, 2013). During the summit, against 
the background of the announced decision of the Ukrainian authorities led 
by the then president Viktor Yanukovych to postpone the signing of the 
Association Agreement (largely perceived by the general public as a covert 
rejection of the document), the initiation of the Association Agreements 
with Georgia and Moldova could be seen only to a very limited degree as 
being a success of the EU foreign policy. 

Moreover, the Yanukovych decision had far-reaching consequences 
both for Ukraine and for the entire region. Yanukovych’s regime was over-
thrown, Russia annexed the Crimean peninsula, and ongoing armed con-
frontations between Ukrainian troops and pro-Russian rebels in eastern 
Ukraine led to numerous deaths of both civilians and combatants.

The subsequent signing of the Association Agreements by Georgia, 
Moldova and Ukraine on June 27, 2014 reframed the EaP countries into 
two tiers. The top tier was formed by Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine, 
which have signed the Association Agreements, whereas the “second tier” 
consisted of Armenia, Azerbaijan and Belarus, which for various reasons 
have not done so thus far. 

Considering the aftermath of the Vilnius Summit, a number of issues 
should be stressed. First, as of now, the EU-designed EaP framework has 
proven to be attractive only for three out of the six EaP countries. Second, 
the EU-EaP rapprochement was closely observed by Russia which became 
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one of the main international actors vis-à-vis the post-Vilnius EaP devel-
opments, particularly in the case of Ukraine. Third, all three countries 
which signed the Association Agreements are subjects of territorial con-
f licts involving Russia. Considering these factors, it is important to address 
three particular issues: how the EaP is viewed in comparison with other 
regional integration initiatives, what is the role of Russia in the region with 
regard to the EaP, and why the EaP integration framework appears not to 
be the most attractive alliance option for the other EaP countries.

Competing initiatives?

In practice, the Eastern Partnership initiative evolved as the first attempt 
by the EU to see its six eastern neighbours outside the Russian dimension 
of policies, though Russia itself refused to be a part of the EaP framework. 
In other words, as Delcour and Wolczuk (2013, p. 190) argue, the Eastern 
Partnership entailed a move from the soft law approach based on persua-
sion and assistance to a comprehensive, binding and detailed legal frame-
work structuring relations between the EU and its Eastern neighbours. … 
While lacking a membership perspective the Eastern Partnership never-
theless aims to anchor participating countries in the EU’s ‘sphere of inf lu-
ence’ in the legal framework of the Association Agreement with DCFTA.

Despite the lack of any clear prospect of membership, for instance, the 
Association Agreement with Moldova contains a reference to Article 49 of 
the Lisbon Treaty which provides that any European state may apply for 
EU membership (Kasčiūnas and Keršanskas, 2014, p. 10).

At the same time, “Russia sees the Eastern Partnership as the EU at -
tempting to become involved in a part of the world that it sees as their 
sphere of inf luence” ( Johns, 2013, p. 158). Consequently, it was the EaP 
that triggered Russia to develop own integration projects which also con-
tain a legally binding framework (Delcour and Wolczuk, 2013, p. 191). 
Thus, promotion of both EU- and Russia-led integration frameworks pro-
vides grounds for experts to refer to them as competing initiatives.

European integration, though in its limited EaP format, and the Russian- 
led Customs Union/Eurasian Economic Union (CU/EAU) are presented as 
mutually exclusive options. Within the EU perspective, the framework of 
Association Agreements excludes participation of the EaP countries in the 
Russia-driven regional economic projects (European Commission, 2014, 
p. 2-3). At the same time, any competition requires some kind of symmetry 
which is quite vague when it comes to the comparison of the two projects.
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First, while any Russian-led integration project in the post-Soviet 
space is per se dominated by Russia, the EU is a club in which a num-
ber of countries such as Germany, France or the UK counterbalance each 
other, preventing the others from being a dominant power in the Union. 
 Second, contrary to the lack of clear EU membership perspective for any 
EaP country, the Russia-driven integration projects ensure full and com-
prehensive membership in the CU/EAU, which provides certain possi-
bilities for inf luencing decisions within these organizations. At the same 
time, “in contrast to the EU, [Russia] is not regarded as a credible source 
of modernisation through rule-based economic integration” (Delcour and 
 Wolczuk, 2013, p. 180). However, it is Russia that uses a predominantly 
traditional “hard power” approach to convince its neighbours to follow a 
post-Soviet integration path (Zhurzhenko, 2014, p. 21), while the impact 
of its “soft power” remains “small compared to Russia’s image as a coun-
try which uses force to promote its interests” (Kobzova, Popescu and Wil-
son, 2011, p. 93). Nevertheless, despite such images of itself in the neigh-
bourhood, Russia has significant room to exploit dependencies of the EaP 
countries on it in the economic, political or security areas, which enables 
the Kremlin “to alter the costs and benefits associated with the economic 
integration of these countries with the EU” (Delcour and Wolczuk, 2013, 
p. 180).

All these factors combined imply competing integration projects vis-à-
vis the general public in the EaP societies. In reality, the Russian approach 
can be described as that of “the rich older brother,” as it implies a central 
Russian role in the design of its integration project and readiness to work 
here and now. In its turn, the EU approach can be characterised as “the 
high society club”, which means that in order to get full access to it, a pro-
spective candidate has to reach a certain status first before any decision on 
accession can be made (Kascian and Vasilevich, 2013, p. 2).

At the same time, these qualitatively different approaches of the two 
major regional players are presented to the societies on an equal foot-
ing through various opinion push polls conducted in these countries (e.g. 
IISEPS in Belarus or the Razumkov Centre in Ukraine) which measure 
geopolitical choices of the population between the EU and Russia/CU/ 
EAU. The pro-European geopolitical option is usually referred to as “join-
ing the EU” or similar, even though the issue of accession of any EaP 
country to the European Union is off the agenda both in the mid- and 
long-term perspective. Even though no data is available on whether the 
respective population in the EaP country is aware of the lack of any pros-
pect of membership, it is obvious that such opinion polls are in fact com-
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paring the two scenarios – virtual EU full-f ledged integration and real 
cooperation with Russia.

As a result, there is a significant divergence of the two integration for-
mats. In the case of the Russian-led CU/EAU the prospect of full-f ledged 
membership has been clear from the very beginning of the integration pro-
cess, whereas in case of the EaP, the final benefit of the integration process 
is uncertain and blurred, which means that an EaP country following such 
a path has to face a virtually never-ending process with numerous obsta-
cles and potentially unknown outcomes.

Moreover, the aforementioned “self-perception of the EU combined 
with the lack of clear membership perspective for the EaP countries” 
largely complicates what is referred to as “a European perspective to the 
re  gion” (Kascian and Vasilevich, 2013, p. 2). 

 The “Russian world” vis-à-vis Europeanisation

The perception of the EaP countries within their own sphere of inf luence 
by the Russian political elites in recent years has obtained additional ele-
ments that go beyond the countries’ common Soviet past. This common 
past still largely remains an important element for life in society in both 
Russia and the EaP countries, and is interpreted by authors such as Grigory 
Ioffe (2012) as “cultural preconditions”, which in some cases such as Belarus 
allegedly determine the country’s geopolitical alliances in favour of the 
pro-Russian choice. At the same time, such an interpretation fits into the 
logic of the above-mentioned opinion polls, which forces their respondents 
to make a choice between participation of their country in the EU or Rus-
sian integration initiatives. Such a framework does not answer the question 
of why these countries themselves made certain choices, whereas the indi-
vidual economic and political interests of the EaP countries is largely omit-
ted as being irrelevant. As a result, this “either-or” vision treats [each EaP 
country] merely as an object of international politics but not as its subject, 
limiting the country’s capacity for manoeuvre to taking an obligatory deci-
sion as to whether to ally with Russia or the EU (Kascian, 2013).

At the same time, the shared political culture among the Soviet-formed 
older generation of the elites significantly simplifies relations between both 
Russia and the EaP countries on the one hand, and between the EaP coun-
tries themselves on the other.

Moreover, the expansion of Russian inf luence towards its  immediate 
neighbourhood has been accompanied by the concept of the so-called 
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“Russian world” (Russian: “russkiy mir”) which has become a dominant 
doctrine of the Russian state and the Russian Orthodox Church. The 
application of this doctrine explains Russia’s claims on enhancing its link-
age to the neighbouring territories, and is rooted in the historical and cul-
tural foundations of the Russian state. According to Tishkov (2008, p. 416), 
within this doctrine, the notion ‘world’ means “a trans-state and transcon-
tinental community which is united by its affiliation to a particular state 
and the loyalty to its culture.” Thus in this framework, special attention 
is paid to the role of the Russian language. According to Vladimir Putin 
(2007), it should be promoted as the language of the historic brotherhood 
of nations and international communication for a community entitled the 
“Russian world” which is much broader than Russia itself. The Kremlin 
policies in this regard are backed by the Russian Orthodox Church, which 
declares Belarus, Russia and Ukraine as the direct heirs of the Kyivan Rus 
and the core of the “Russian world” (DECR Communication Service, 
2010). Moreover, Patriarch Kirill of Moscow (2009) has repeatedly stressed 
that the Church is called Russian not on the ground of ethnicity. This des-
ignation indicates that the Russian Orthodox Church performs a pastoral 
mission among the peoples which take Russian spiritual and cultural tradi-
tion as the basis, or at least a substantial portion, of their national identity.

Even though the sovereignty of the states is not questioned and this space 
is declared not to be based on any hierarchy in the relationship between the 
countries in question, it is obvious that this vision promotes a Russo-cen-
tric view on the history and culture of the neighbouring states. Within 
the EaP region, the potential impact of the “Russian world” doctrine is 
highest in Belarus, Moldova and Ukraine, which all belong to the canon-
ical territory of the Moscow Patriarchy. A particular symbolic role in this 
regard belongs to the city of Kyiv, which is viewed by proponents of the 
“Russian world” doctrine as being its cradle.

Thus, in its policies towards the immediate neighbourhood, Russia 
started applying ideological constructs which are rooted in the foundations 
of history, culture and language. Combined with the significant presence 
of Russian media in the region and their quite effective work in promot-
ing of the Russian vision, as well as numerous options available for Rus-
sia to exploit the dependences of the EaP countries on it in terms of their 
economy, politics and security, these options constitute important elements 
for the promotion of the Russo-centric doctrines in Russia’s immediate 
neighbourhood, and strengthen those countries’ ties with Russia.

Hence, while measuring the effectiveness of the EU policies in the 
region within the EaP or any other framework, it is often argued that the 
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focus should be on “break[ing] the link between corrupt elites in Russia 
and other post-Soviet states, undermining the very notion of the ”post-So-
viet space” as a coherent geographical and political expression (Maknoff, 
2012, p. 289). However, such endeavours are virtually impossible without 
more active reference by the EU to the common historical and cultural 
foundations which tie the EaP countries with common European heritage 
and thus go far beyond the limits of the values promoted by the EU in its 
eastern neighbourhood. This is particularly relevant in the cases of Belarus, 
Moldova and Ukraine, and is compatible with their national historical nar-
ratives, which in each case represent a type of counterbalance to the Rus-
so-centric view on the region’s history.

Conclusion

The implementation of the EaP initiative was intended to provide qualita-
tive changes in relations between the EU and its eastern neighbourhood, 
particularly through a case-by-case approach towards individual countries. 
At the same time, the design of these policies measured through Associa-
tion Agreements merely illustrates the use of the one-size-fits-all approach 
by the EU. Furthermore, the “more-for-more” conditionality formula does 
not take into account the geopolitical choices and economic ties of the EaP 
countries. Moreover, such a “rational” approach fails to consider historical 
peculiarities which inf luence not only previous alliances but also determine 
institutional approaches and the behaviour of officials in the EaP countries, 
who in many cases are representatives of the Soviet-formed nomenclature.

Another set of EaP inconsistencies is yet again linked with the Russian 
factor. On the one hand, Russia itself refused to be a part of the EaP frame-
work. However, such a decision by no means meant that Russia would 
not pursue its interests and historical claims in the region. Thus, the EaP 
failed to take into account the rising and increasingly enhanced ideas of the 
“Russian world” doctrine pursued by the Kremlin in cooperation with the 
media and the Russian Orthodox Church. The failure to consider these 
factors resulted in a situation whereby almost all EaP countries are con-
fronted with frozen conf licts on their territories. These conf licts have the 
potential to develop, which could lead to the destabilisation of the situation 
in each EaP country in question, as has been illustrated by the recent devel-
opments in Ukraine, with special emphasis on Russia’s role in this process.

Hence, after five years of its implementation, the potential added value of 
the EaP was largely diminished due to the EU’s somewhat excessive demands 
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as exhibited by the “high society club”, the marginal benefits of the EaP due 
to the lack of clear membership perspective, as well as incorrect assessment of 
the historical background and geopolitical status of the EaP region at large.

This is a shortened version of the text which first appeared in: P. Bator & R. On-
drejcak (Eds.). (2015). Panorama of global security environment 2014. Center for Euro-
pean and North Atlantic Affairs (CENAA), Bratislava. The text is reprinted with 
the permission of CENAA. 

Hanna Vasilevich is a research associate at the European Centre for Minority Is-
sues (ECMI), Flensburg. 
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Russia, zoopolitics, and information bombs

Russia’s national coat of arms depicts an eagle with two heads. Russian pro-
paganda, too, is a two-headed beast. A two-faced Janus, it looks in oppos-
ing directions, and its contradictory directions show that there is no solid 
ideological basis for a new Russian project. Within Russia and for the Rus-
sian-speaking audiences in the former Soviet Union, Russia’s key televi-
sion channels send a profoundly traditionalist message. Russia, as the most 
important heir to the USSR, is an old civilisation, they say. It smashed 
Nazism; it has been a stronghold of Eastern Christian culture; it has always 
had a “special way”, a Russian Sonderweg.

For international audiences, however, Russia presents itself differently. 
It is part of a “brave new world”, a new multipolar world order that has a 
profoundly futurist agenda. This new world will displace the global order 
centred on the declining and old-fashioned West. This is the profound con-
tradiction of the two-headed eagle of Russian propaganda: to the domes-
tic audience, the Kremlin says that Russia’s strength lies in the past, while 
to the international audience it says that Russia’s strength is in the future, 
in the unknown, in a new style of politics, business, and communication.

This new style has nothing to do with the politically correct, with hu -
manism, or with mutual respect. It is more aggressive and more animal-like. 
It is more zoopolitical.

Zoopolitics

In the period since the end of the Second World War, the West has been try-
ing to construct itself according to a “win-win” logic. This logic presumes 
that, in every relationship, all sides should win. The only injustice is in the 
division of the shares of the pie: some wins are big, while others are modest. 

Russia, on the other hand, operates according to a “lose-lose” logic. 
This framework decrees that, in every relationship, you should not lose 
more than your opponent. The world is a battlefield, and you are guaran-
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teed to be wounded and to lose blood. So, your primary goal must be to 
kill, so as not to be killed; to eat, in order not to be eaten. Russia’s famous 
return to “geopolitics”, therefore, is in fact a return to zoopolitics.1 This is 
an understanding of politics as, essentially, a battle between big animals, or 
animal states, for their survival and for their “living areas”. Putin’s repeated 
comparison of Russia with a “bear in his taiga” is a metaphor that reveals 
the hidden logic behind his actions: the imagery of a “struggle for sur-
vival” prevails here over rational win-win calculations.2 The Kremlin has 
returned not so much to the Cold War epoch as to the Social Darwinism 
of the late nineteenth century: people are animals, states are animals too, 
and states can only survive if they kill or injure other states.

Zoopolitics dominates Russian propaganda in the West. The language 
at RT, for example, is explicitly brutal, “politically incorrect”. It is aimed 
directly at the hearts and minds of those who suffer from “civilisation 
fatigue”, those who consider the West’s political correctness, diplomatic 
softness, and values of respect and tolerance as expressions of its deca-
dence and weakness. For example, RT is not afraid of giving the f loor to 
anti-Western intellectuals such as Pepe Escobar (2014) who suggest divid-
ing Ukraine between Poland and Russia. And there are many instances of 
messages of this kind. 

Importantly, Russia sees its zoopolitical struggle as being global. For the 
Kremlin, the battle is not just for Crimea, for Ukraine, or even for “Nov-
orossiya”. It is a challenge to the world as a whole, and specifically to the 
West. Like Hitler’s Nazism, which disguised German petty nationalism 
within a global narrative of the fight between races, Russia presents its 
struggle as a fight for the whole planet. The key difference from the Nazis’ 
horrible fantasy is that the Kremlin replaces the concept of “race” with the 
concept of “civilisation”. In order to show that the fight is neither local nor 
regional, Russia says that it itself is not a state, not a nation, but a “civil-
isation”. “Russian is not an ethnic […] but a civilisational characteristic”, 
Russian culture minister Vladimir Medinskii once said (Vasiasamosvalov, 
2013). If Russia sees itself not as a country or a nation, but as a specific 
civilisation, it can present itself as an alternative to Western civilisation.

A big alternative

It is often argued that the key method of Russian propaganda is to con-
fuse, to relativise, and to persuade the reader that objective truth does not 
exist. Peter Pomerantsev says, for example, that the aim of Kremlin pro-
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paganda is to “sow confusion via conspiracy theories and proliferate false-
hood” (Pomerantsev & Weiss, 2014).

But another narrative is present in Russia’s information policy. This tac-
tic says that Russia and other “emerging countries” present a “big alter-
native” to the world, which is now temporarily dominated by the West. 

The “big alternative” narrative is present on propaganda channels like 
RT (Russia Today), aimed at a Western audience. This narrative tells a story 
not about Russia, but about the world itself, about the planet as a whole. 
“Telling the untold” (the slogan of Sputnik, a new media brand launched by 
the Kremlin in 2014) means telling the world the untold “truth” about itself, 
which until now it has not known. The first message is that the world is no 
longer unipolar: Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa, RT says, are 
already successfully challenging the dominance of the West. Their compet-
itive advantage consists in their pragmatism and the fact that they pay zero 
attention to “values”. While the West is stuck in Iraq, Afghanistan, Syria, or 
Ukraine, these emerging powers travel around the world and strike deals. 

The alternative model that Russian propaganda is trying to propose to 
a global audience is not the alternative “social model” promoted by the 
USSR and communist China in the twentieth century, when they said to 
the West: “We suggest to you a new society”. The new alternative is the 
“network”. “We are better at networking”, they say; while the West is 
focused on traditional problems, the rest are doing business, building new 
networks in Asia, Africa, and South America. They do not suggest a new 
society; they suggest new connections between societies. They are not bet-
ter leaders, but better dealers.

The second message that RT conveys is that the world is dynamic, and 
that this dynamism is centrifugal rather than centripetal. The new emerg-
ing powers are moving away from the West rather than towards it, RT 
likes to repeat. It plays with stories of these new Euro- and America-scep-
tics: Turkey, which is shifting away from the European Union; Brazil, 
which largely ignores the West’s advice (unlike Argentina); the economic 
powerhouses of China or India, and so on. The message is directed at the 
West, and it says: “Everybody is running away from you. You too should 
run away from yourself. Or, at least, you should run from your values.”

Russia and “suicide states”

The past several years have changed the nature of terrorism. “Traditional” 
terrorism has transformed into something new – something that Ukrainian 
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writer Tetyana Ogarkova calls “surterrorism” (in Ukrainian, siur indicates 
“surrealist”). 

Traditional terrorism was an asystemic attempt to break the system with-
out suggesting any viable alternative. Sur-terrorism suggests something 
more than protesting. It tries to organize its antisystemic attack within a 
systemic form, in the form of a state. 

The two forms of contemporary sur-terrorism are Russia and Islamic 
State, both of which claim to represent different civilisations to the 
 Western one. Their opposition to Western civilisation is no longer chaotic 
and network-like: it is an order aimed at bringing disorder, it is an anti- 
chaotic chaos machine. Instead of dispersing bombs, Russia scatters “bomb 
states”. Instead of sending suicide bombers, it launches “suicide states”. The 
self-proclaimed states of the Donetsk People’s Republic, the Luhansk Peo-
ple’s Republic, Transnistria, South Ossetia, and Abkhazia are the bomb 
states that Russia throws out, and their only raison d’être is to explode. 

As with a terrorist, the Kremlin’s Russia does not know who its enemy 
really is. It feels that the enemy is everywhere; the enemy has a million 
faces and, therefore, it is faceless. Russia identifies its enemy vaguely as 
“the West” or “the system” or “the unipolar world”. It has equal disrespect 
for liberalism and socialism, Islam and Islamophobes, Jews and anti-Semi-
tism – because it has lost the ability to distinguish between them.

Its information strategy is quasi-terrorist too. The primary aim of chan-
nels like RT is to explode, to bring disorder, to harm as many as pos-
sible. Kremlin propaganda praises traditional values and f lirts with the 
Front National or other right-wing parties, but it also tries to bring Islamic 
immigrants to its side by saying that Europe suffers from Islamophobia. It 
backs leftist groups and seems to have sympathy with their anti-capital-
ist visions, but it blames “Gay Europe” for its tolerance of homosexuality. 

It might seem that the Kremlin is trying to find friends on both the 
right and the left. But the reality is that it fears its enemies are both on the 
right and on the left, in the centre too, and, what is more, behind its back.

“Ukraine crisis”?

Russian aggression against Ukraine is often presented in the Western 
media as the “Ukraine crisis” or the “Ukraine conf lict”. This wording 
leaves Russian aggression out of the picture, creating the impression that 
the issue is all about Ukraine’s “internal conf lict”, “civil war”, or  domestic 
mess. 
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There is now plenty of evidence that Russian troops are on Ukrainian 
soil.3 There is evidence that Russian arms have been supplied to pro-Rus-
sian militia. A recent journalistic investigation into the downing of f light 
MH17 found traces both of the Russian BUK and the Russian  military 
team who operated it (Correct!v, 2015). The chronology of events in 
Crimea and the Donbas shows that professional and highly competent 
Russian special forces quickly seized key strategic buildings and arms arse-
nals. Given these facts, it is short-sighted and cynical to call Russia’s war 
against Ukraine and its pro-EU choice a “Ukraine crisis”.

Imagine calling Hitler’s invasion of Czechoslovakia a “Czecoslovakia 
crisis”. Or Hitler and Stalin’s invasion of Poland a “Poland crisis”. Or the 
Holocaust a “Jewish crisis”. This is exactly what happens with the wording 
“Ukraine crisis”. Its logic mentions only the victim. It implies that inva-
sion and aggression are the victim’s fault.

Believing in values

The English political journalist Douglas Hyde wrote a book published in 
1950 called I Believed. An “autobiography of a former British Communist”, 
the book gave an account of the quasi-religious belief in the communist 
idea held by some leftist activists in the mid-twentieth century. 

The belief, even faith, that many Western intellectuals placed in total-
itarian ideologies represented one of the biggest challenges for both pre- 
and post-war European society. To modernise and humanise itself, Europe 
needed a fresh scepticism, similar to British sceptic philosophies of the 
eighteenth century. From the 1960s on, this new scepticism brought about 
a less fanatical and more pluralist view of the world. 

However, in the early twenty-first century, mistrust in beliefs or con-
victions has become ubiquitous. Believing in something has become obso-
lete and old-fashioned. The spread of this kind of scepticism is no less dan-
gerous than fanaticism: it undermines one of the most important human 
capacities, the capacity to distinguish between good and bad, and between 
better and worse. Total scepticism leads to indifference: if I do not believe 
in anything, then everything must be equally bad. 

Russian propaganda throughout the world plays on this mistrust as one 
of its key traps. Iran might be bad, but the United States is equally bad, it 
says. Totalitarianism is bad, but democracy is no good either. The annex-
ation of Crimea was bad, but recognising Kosovo was bad too. “We are as 
bad as you are”, Russia says to the West.
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Russia does bad things, but it does bad things because someone else did 
bad things. The West’s era of critical and sceptical thinking contained one 
important moral dimension: mistrust was needed so as to become better. 
The Kremlin reverses all that: mistrust is needed so as to become as bad 
as all the rest. 

I have argued before that Europe today has two faces: the Europe of 
rules and the Europe of faith (Yermolenko, 2014). The first Europe, which 
is too prominent within the EU itself, follows its rules without believing in 
its mission. The other Europe believes in Europe’s mission without really 
following European rules. Ukraine is part of this “Europe of faith”. Both 
Europes have their advantages and disadvantages, but both need each other, 
since faith without rules is anarchic, and rules without faith are desperate. 

Ukraine needs European rules, but Europe equally needs to regain its 
convictions, its belief in itself. Ukraine’s Euromaidan showed that the 
European idea is still able to inspire change. The events in Ukraine showed 
that the European project keeps expanding, even if Europe itself does not 
know it. European values are expanding faster than the European institu-
tions.

All you need is to believe.

This article was published in the ECFR publication What does Ukraine think? 
(pp. 72-79), edited by Andrew Wilson, 2015. 

Volodymyr Yermolenko is a Ukrainian philosopher, essayist and an analyst at In-
ternews Ukraine. He teaches at Kyiv Mohyla Academy. He is the author of two 
books and dozens of articles published in Ukrainian and European media.
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How can you grow an English lawn in 
 Moldova? Reflecting on the reasons for 
 establishing and participating in the Erasmus 
Mundus programme of the European Union

Introduction1

What I will address in this article are some of the perspectives that are 
underlying the EU’s efforts to (re)build relations with countries outside its 
external borders, the so-called “third countries”. The European Neigh-
bourhood Policy (ENP) and the Eastern Partnership (EaP) are the core 
instruments invented by the EU in order to re-frame its relations with 
countries that are not offered EU-membership for the time being, and edu-
cation policy is one chapter covered by these political programmes. The 
ENP and EaP are intended to bring these countries in line with European 
standards in many policy fields, and to prevent “new dividing lines” (Com-
mission, 2004) between members and non-members of the EU. Since this 
also applies to the domain of education policy, my basic question is: how 
can we interpret the efforts of the European Union to partly open up its 
education policy to third countries and to the citizens of these countries? 
How far does the EU take the idea of preventing new dividing lines, if 
we bear in mind that education policy is still perceived as one of the main 
instruments nation states have at their disposal in order to make “their” cit-
izens (see e.g. Turner, 1994, p. 159). Education systems are used as a means 
of making people not only think in terms of a collective entity, but also 
to make them “competent members” of this entity according to its values 
and rules (on competence see Turner 1994, p. 159; Isin & Wood 1999, p. 4). 
Yet the definition of a group implies the definition of boundaries and with 
it the definition of outsiders at the same time. Like identity, we can define 
citizenship as a group marker, the latter having rather legal implications, 



221

How can you grow an English lawn in  Moldova? 

the former having cultural and social implications (Isin & Wood, 1999, 
p. 20). The two concepts overlap in that they both relate to, or are even 
based on, a sense of belonging (ensemble of belonging, Isin & Wood, 1999, 
p. 21; see Isin, 2008, p. 37 and Wiener, 1993, p. 211), which in the case of 
citizenship is complemented by a legal belonging or membership. They 
overlap also in that both concepts deal with the relation between individ-
uals and some bigger social entity: the individual and the state, the individ-
ual and a group. They overlap thirdly in that both are said to have aspects 
of status and practice alike (Turner, 1994, p. 159; Isin & Wood, 1999, p. 4; 
Isin & Nielsen, 2008).

As we will see throughout this article, education policy at EU level 
was approached in a similar way as at the national level: it is perceived as 
a potential instrument to promote the idea of an (again) collective iden-
tity, yet one not limited by national states’ borders but instead, drafted as 
one that could be integrative to the existing diversity within the space of 
EU member states.

By way of introduction to the subject, I will in the first part of the paper 
roughly present the difficult discussions surrounding the development of 
a common education policy, which were difficult precisely because of its 
implications, with the idea of constructing a “European” identity and a 
“European” citizen(ship). Yet while the efforts to invent some collective 
identity on an EU scale may be seen as the logical consequence of the pro-
gressing integration in other policy fields – with Erasmus being widely rec-
ognised as an important milestone in that sense (among others Medrano, 
2011, p. 33) – it is not so easy to understand why the EU tries to extend 
its education policy, and with it certain dimensions of the identification 
offers or patterns, towards its formal “outside”. While some research does 
exist on ERASMUS, research dealing with the expansion of the exchange 
scheme into ERASMUS Mundus by which Higher Education Institutions 
(HEI) of the EU become much more accessible (and vice-versa) to non-EU 
citizens, is very scarce.

What interests me in the second part of the paper is to find out more 
about the motivation behind the establishment or the extension of the 
exchange scheme as one concrete example of how the ENP and EaP are 
put into practice. In order to do so, I will look at how the notions of 
identity and citizenship are used in EU documents related to the estab-
lishment of Erasmus in a first step. I assume that on the political-rhetor-
ical level, these notions stand rather for some idealistic imagination or 
desiderata concerning inhabitants of the union and the development of 
a society on an EU scale, which are presented in a way as being the pre-
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condition for a prosperous economy. Political rhetoric, however, must be 
distinguished from how these notions are defined and used in scientific 
debates. With the help of more recent concepts of citizenship, I will try to 
reframe this talk about citizenship. This will enable us to identify certain 
parallels between the ways in which EU-citizens are referred to and the 
ways in which non-EU citizens are referred to, meaning that at this point 
I will turn to documents related to the establishment of Erasmus Mundus. 
Here, I will draw particularly on works that focus on the distinctions and 
overlaps between citizenship and identity (Isin & Wood, 1999), and oth-
ers that focus on the question of “substance” of EU citizenship in general 
(Vink, 2004; Wiener, 1993).

In the third part of the paper, I will deal with the concrete  experiences 
individuals have had participating in the Erasmus Mundus exchange 
scheme, since these ultimately reveal something about the concrete effects 
these political approaches unfold at the local level2. Thus, the idea is to look 
at how (large-scale) EU politics translate into concrete (small-scale) prac-
tices of individuals by talking with former participants about their expe-
riences in the exchange programme. Evidently, the EU seeks to inf luence 
education policy in these countries on a larger scale than that of the indi-
vidual, but the question is what kind of local effects we can identify in 
these countries. To what extent do the participants perceive themselves 
as being actors of the intended change? In order to interpret the concrete 
experiences of individuals (participants in Erasmus Mundus), I will draw 
on the idea of “acts of citizenship” developed in Isin and Nielsen (2008). 
Their differentiation between active and activist citizens relates to dif-
ferent patterns of claiming rights or practices as already being citizens 
(active citizens) who tend to follow established “scripts” (Isin, 2008, p. 38) 
which are reminiscent of the sets of duties common in many citizenship 
concepts. Active citizens are contrasted with activist citizens as being the 
more creative ones, those who rather interrupt established orders and pat-
terns of doing things, inventing new ways of putting forward claims and 
thus inventing new forms of citizenship. I will analyse how societal con-
text matters for individuals in order to realise aspects of self-conception 
that have been gained or altered in another context, coming to some pre-
liminary conclusions about the gap between intentions and practices on 
the level of individuals that ultimately tell us something about the impact 
different societal contexts have on the permeability of the (dividing) lines 
between EU states and their direct neighbours.
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Europeanising education policy

“After more than fifty years of institutional construction and legal devel-
opment, the visionaries of Europe await the sociological proof of a new 
highly Europeanised population.” (Favell, 2008, X). 

Traditionally, education policy is seen as one of the core chapters of 
national politics because it is assumed to be one of the main instruments of 
citizen formation or to be a means of reproducing national culture. These 
ideas are bound up with the introduction of a clear distinction between the 
members and non-members of nation-states and the definition of a certain 
state territory. Thus, not only the nation-state as such, but also the con-
cept of the citizen as the legitimate inhabitant of a certain nation state, has 
acquired an exclusionary character, partly due to compulsory education 
(Soysal, 1994, p. 17; Hobsbawm, 1990, p. 93) which fundamentally aims at 
making people aware of belonging to an imagined community (Anderson, 
1996), or at “attach[ing] all to nation and f lag” (Hobsbawm, 1990, p. 91).

Yet, as mentioned above, by defining a “we”, one is defining an “other”, 
too. Choosing criteria for eligible citizens means that at the same time, 
one defines the “outsiders” or “aliens” (Shaw, 2007, p. 20), and this applies 
to national education systems as well. So on the one hand, we can con-
sider primary schools in particular as being part of an “increasingly pow-
erful machinery [of states] to communicate with their [the nation states’, 
HZ] inhabitants” (Hobsbawm, 1990, p. 91), trying to make them believe 
in a specific exclusionary vision of the community they are part of. On 
the other hand, a certain international dimension was present in education 
from the beginning, too, precisely because national education systems were 
established as a means of distinguishing oneself from others (Lawn & Grek, 
2012, p. 19; Anderson, 1996, pp. 75ff., 88ff.).

The implicit dimension of “internationalisation” in academic institu-
tions ( Jons 2010, p. 97) or, referring to our regional focus, “a sense of wider 
Europe”, is however mostly absent in the narratives of historians of edu-
cation, who “have tended to produce constructed silos of the national” 
(Lawn & Grek, 2012, p. 19).

Bearing this in mind and turning to the second half of the 20th cen-
tury and the then still young European Community, it becomes easy to 
understand that first attempts from within the relatively young Commu-
nity structures pointing into the direction of opening up these “silos” 
(Lawn & Grek, 2012, p. 19), failed. For a long time, education in the sense 
of primary and secondary education (in contrast to vocational training)3 
represented “a sensitive issue” (Lawn & Grek, 2012, p. 35) if not even a 
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“taboo” (Corbett, 2003, p. 315; Pepin, 2006, p. 22 and also Jařab, 2008, 
p. 89) which “should not be part of Community competence” (Corbett, 
2003, p. 318). In other words, forms of Europeanisation in the sense of 
institution-building at the European level or any Europe-induced policy 
changes (Borzel & Risse, 2000, p .3) in this political domain were not a 
subject at all, or if they were, it was a peripheral one on the agenda.

The idea of framing education as a domain of Community politics and 
as something of supranational importance grew only over time. First initia-
tives from the late 1960s until the mid-1980s are classified rather vaguely as 
being “cooperative” in character (see Corbett, 2003, p. 319ff. on the “Deal 
on Cooperation”; Lawn & Grek, 2012, p. 39f. on “Governing by Coop-
eration”)4. The circumscription of what exactly the aim of cooperation 
should be was again a matter of debate. After in one of the first documents, 
this aim had been defined as “a European model of culture correlating 
with European integration” (Pepin, 2006, p. 64, cit. Resolution 1971), the 
expression “European model” had to be removed, ref lecting once again 
“sensitivities in the field of education” (Pepin, 2006, p. 64; Corbett, 2003, 
p. 322-323 on fights about other wordings).

The institutionalisation of education matters progressed, and in 1981, 
education together with vocational training were attached to the same 
Directorate General, namely that of employment, social affairs and educa-
tion. Finally, the matter gained more importance on the agenda of Euro-
pean politics (Pepin, 2006, p. 92-93) and was included into the treaty of 
Amsterdam in 1992. But even after its “enshrinement” (Pepin, 2006, 
p. 143) into the treaty framework, in practice, “softer” forms of coopera-
tion continued to characterise efforts in the field of education. The role of 
the European level for education matters was perceived as being a com-
plementary one, which nevertheless aimed at encouraging collaboration.

Despite all this scepticism, the Erasmus programme was established in 
1987 after “[e]ighteen months of bitter negotiations” (Pepin, 2006, p. 117; 
see also Corbett, 2003, p. 324ff.) on the budget and its legal basis. Its estab-
lishment is not only an example of intensified collaboration in the field 
of education, but should also be seen in the light of other processes that 
were ongoing at the same time within the Community, processes related 
to efforts to make people aware of being part of a European Community. 
From the very onset it was clear that Erasmus (without Mundus!), as a sub-
chapter of the common education and vocational training policies, serves 
two aims: the first is economic in character, stressing the necessity to cre-
ate a labour force fitting the economic needs of a “Europe” that was or 
is to evolve more and more into a “Europe of knowledge” (Commission, 
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1997). The second aim is rather cultural and consists of bringing “Europe” 
closer to its citizens or creating “a People’s Europe and a sense of Euro-
pean citizenship” (Lawn & Grek, 2012, p. 37). My focus will be on this 
latter aspect, the creation of the idea of a European citizenship as it has 
been promoted from the mid 1970s onwards in particular (Lawn & Grek, 
2012, p. 37). 

Precisely this “sense of citizenship” seems to have played a role when in 
1985 two reports were issued by a commission with the title “ad hoc Com-
mittee on a People’s Europe” (Adonnino, 1985), being part of the “aware-
ness raising” process just mentioned. The starting point for this initiative - 
according to a member of the Committee (quoted by Shore, 1992, p. 783) 
- may be traced back to the low turnout of the 1979 European elections, 
with European officials worrying ten years later again about the low inter-
est of the public in European elections (Pepin, 2006, p. 100). Thus, part of 
the background to the initiation of Erasmus was a “lack of public aware-
ness” among the citizens in the member states, made evident by the fact 
that they were not voting (as a part of following their script), ultimately 
posing a problem for political legitimacy or representing a “democratic 
deficit” (both quotations Shore 1993, p. 785; similarly Lawn & Grek, 2012, 
p. 44) of the Community. The answer was to invent a whole strategy, an 
awareness-raising campaign with the help of a professional public rela-
tions company which bore the title “A People’s Europe” (see Shore, 1993, 
p. 788ff.). And it is exactly the consolidation of the concept of “A people’s 
Europe” to which also Erasmus is intended to contribute (Council Deci-
sion on Erasmus, 1987, art. 2, v). Its purpose was the “civic rationale of stu-
dent mobility in the light of creating European citizens” (Papatsiba, 2006, 
p. 99).

Apart from the development of symbols – known from nation build-
ing processes - such as f lags and anthems, passports, driving licences and 
number plates, and the introduction of a “Euro-Lottery”, the following 
was stated with reference to the role of institutions of higher education: 
“University cooperation and mobility in higher education are obviously 
of paramount importance” (Adonnino, 1985, p. 24). The overall aim was 
to “make Europe come alive for the Europeans” (Adonnino, 1985, p. 22; 
see also Wiener, 1993, p. 205). The parallel between the significance of 
the education of citizens in a single nation state with the attempts that 
were made at initiation on a supra-national scale is obvious (Lawn & Grek, 
2012, p. 41 and p. 43). However, we need to take a closer look at the citi-
zenship discourse at the level of political documents. In the next section, 
I will put this into perspective with concepts on identity and citizenship 
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from scientific literature, assuming that this will be helpful later in order 
to unveil argumentative overlapping in documents relating the establish-
ment of Erasmus Mundus, in which a different vocabulary is employed.

If Erasmus is intended to contribute to the creation of 
 European citizens, what is the purpose of Erasmus Mundus?

“In May 2004 the European Union acquired not just ten new member 
states but also several new neighbours”, (Smith, 2005, p. 757). 

Erasmus became successful extremely quickly: by the end of the aca-
demic year 2008/09, two million students had participated, the aim being 
to reach three million in 20135. It is “one of the most successful attempts to 
touch directly a large public” (Corbett, 2003, p. 325). And if the assumption 
put forward by King and Ruiz-Gelices (2003, p. 230) is true that especially 
young people can be “won” easily as advocates for Community matters, it 
should be interesting to ref lect on the meaning of Erasmus Mundus, too.

We begin our analysis by returning shortly to the “A People’s Europe” 
communication (Commission, 1988) because it ref lects the consensus on 
thinking about identity issues and the role of education at the European 
level of that time: “European identity is the result of centuries of shared his-
tory and common cultural and fundamental values. But awareness of it can 
be strengthened by symbolic action…” and on the European dimension 
of education: “the Ministers adopted a resolution designed to strengthen 
in young people a sense of European identity and to prepare them to take 
part in the economic, social and cultural development of the Community” 
(both quotes Commission, 1988, pp. 5, 15).

Here we find a view of identity as “common heritage” (Wiener, 1993, 
p. 205), as something that results almost automatically from shared his-
tory, where it is of course questionable what the meaning of “shared” 
should be. It is assumed that this identity already exists, without being 
sufficiently adopted, so that identity appears as something that is at least 
latently pre-existent. It is precisely at this point that the role of education 
is brought into the game, namely to help young people in particular to 
embrace their (pre-existing) identity. 

However, all this is intended not for the sake of the discovery of such an 
identity only, but because it is regarded as necessary for the general wellbe-
ing or positive development of the Community6. It is an appeal to a sense 
of responsibility for the wellbeing of the context in which the young peo-
ple are living.
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What the quotations call for reminds us of the “competent members” in 
a community (Turner, 1994, p. 159), but within the framework of the con-
cept of citizenship, this competence is often coupled with the legal mem-
bership, as well as with the social and legal dimension: “But those who 
do not possess the civil, political and social rights to exercise such citizen-
ship would be denied to become such a competent and full-f ledged mem-
ber of the polity in the first place. Thus the sociological and politico-le-
gal definitions of citizenship are not mutually exclusive but constitutive” 
(Isin & Wood, 1999, p. 4).

Obviously, Isin and Wood’s perspective is that of a citizenship “from 
below” (Turner, 1994, p. 158), people struggling to gain certain rights, 
which is in contrast with how it is promoted at the EU/EC level: the EC 
as it then was began to promote a cultural and social dimension of citizen-
ship from above (passive citizenship, Turner, 1994, p. 159), with the legal/
juridical dimension in terms of a European Citizenship remaining “under 
construction” until its establishment in the 1992 Maastricht treaty. In the 
light of concepts of citizenship resting upon the existence of formal citi-
zenship, exactly this element is missing. “…[A]rguments for active citizen-
ship or deep citizenship…presuppose that the status of citizenship already 
exists” (Isin & Wood, 1999, p. 19).

I would agree, therefore, that within Community logics at this stage, 
the aim was perhaps more concerned with inventing “a unifying myth” 
(Lawn & Grek, 2012, p. 44), and that efforts were directed much more 
towards the creation of a “feeling of belonging and identity” (Wiener, 
1993, pp. 204, 207, 211) than the creation or definition of the legal ties of 
belonging, presupposing that a sense of belonging in terms of identity is 
also part of the concept of citizenship. 

The more practical aim of these efforts, however did not disappear from 
sight. It seems that the strategy was to arouse people’s interest and get them 
engaged in Community affairs. According to the Communication from 
the Commission “Towards a Europe of knowledge”, the aim was for the 
educational area in particular to contribute to the idea of unity: “[it] must 
encourage a broader-based understanding of citizenship founded on active 
solidarity and on mutual understanding of the cultural diversities that 
constitute Europe’s originality and richness” (Commission 1997, p. 3). An 
inclusive perspective is emphasised, where before exclusive thinking dom-
inated, symbolised ultimately in the lifting of the internal border regime 
when establishing the Schengen area (at the cost of restricting the bor-
ders with the new neighbours). In contrast to the first quotations, now in 
1997 we had European Citizenship (the Amsterdam Treaty in 1992), even 
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if it was a status “granted to people who did not really ask for it” (Vink, 
2004, p. 26). Still, however, the Commission appeared to stick to the cul-
tural/identity issues (diversity, originality, richness) aspect and to the social 
dimension (solidarity and mutual understanding). 

Thus, efforts are still being directed towards raising an awareness of 
community, of belonging together, which are obviously assumed to be a 
precondition for achieving the main aims that prove to be primarily eco-
nomic in character, as we will see immediately below.

Turning finally to the decision regarding the establishment of the Eras-
mus programme, we find several (disillusioning) allusions to its economic 
aims: the programme should contribute to generating a “pool of gradu-
ates with direct experience of intra-Community cooperation”, it is meant 
to be the “basis upon which intensified cooperation in the economic and 
social sectors can develop at community level” (Council Decision on Eras-
mus, 1987, art. 2, v). Thus, the whole idea can be reformulated as promot-
ing people who would identify themselves and consequently feel respon-
sible for the further development of Community matters, including their 
role as members of the future work force at a European level. In short: it is 
about creating “agents of the European integration” (Findlay et al., 2005, 
p. 192) or “Eurostars”, described as “the very emblem of the new, de-na-
tionalised Europe that the European Union has enabled” (Favell, 2008; 
Favell & Recchi, 2011, p. 72).

Summing up this sketchy analysis, we can say that in the quoted doc-
uments, what is alluded to as citizenship resembles more what Isin and 
Nielsen call the dimension of “depth” of citizenship (2008, p. 37), which 
is but one fragment in their concept, concerning the question of a feel-
ing of belonging or emotive commitment, as Turner puts it (1994, p. 157). 
The dimensions of “extent” and “content” (voting, legal status) remain 
untouched in EU documents, provoking criticism for the lack of a politi-
cal dimension of the understanding (Abelson, 2005, p. 9-10), being quali-
fied even as “political kitsch” (Vink, 2004, p. 24). Clearly, efforts directed 
at the creation of a “feeling of belonging” preceded the establishment of 
the “legal ties of belonging” (Wiener, 1993, p. 211, italics in the origi-
nal). The question that arises when we are moving on to the establish-
ment of Erasmus Mundus is how we can consider the opportunities this 
programme offers to non-EU citizens in terms of the degree of integra-
tion of the participants (the ENP should be about avoiding new divid-
ing lines, as mentioned already). Wiener hints at the general problem the 
European Citizenship concept implied once the Berlin Wall came down: 
“After Maastricht, a new debate unfolded over the gap between politically 
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included and excluded residents – that is, between citizens who had legal 
ties with the Union and so-called third-country citizens, or individuals 
who did not have legal ties with the Union but who might have developed 
a feeling of belonging” (1993, p. 213).

Is it possible to frame the participation in Erasmus Mundus with what 
Shaw describes as examples, where “practical benefits of membership of 
a polity are in some circumstances extended also to those who lack for-
mal citizenship” (2007, p. 19-20)? Similarly, Soysal is hinting at cases of 
non-citizen immigrants benefitting in some way from citizens’ rights 
while participating in education systems (Soysal, 2012, p. 385).

If citizenship is one marker of the border between inside and outside (see 
Shaw, 2007, p. 20; Wiener, 2013), then what can the decision to expand 
the programme to non-EU citizens tell us about the efforts of the EU to 
(re)build relationships with (citizens of ) neighbouring countries who rep-
resent exactly those formal outsiders? 

The decision to establish Erasmus Mundus was taken in December 2003 
(Decision on Erasmus Mundus, 2003), the same year in which the Euro-
pean Security Strategy (ESS, 2003) was adopted as a consequence of the 
perceived risks and dangers in the aftermath of 9/11 and the forthcoming 
“big bang” enlargement (Schimmelfennig, 2009, p. 17) of the EU in 2004. 
About half a year later, the Strategy Paper on the “European Neighbour-
hood Policy” was published (Commission, 2004): altogether this makes 
clear that the idea to open Erasmus Mundus for third countries has to be 
seen in the context of the EU’s efforts to re-order the relations with coun-
tries that were to become the “new neighbours” after the eastward enlarge-
ment of 2004. The main motivation lay with securing the EU by securing 
the neighbourhood, so in that sense the premises were quite different from 
those of Erasmus, which was intended as an instrument for fostering inner 
cohesion: “The best protection for our security is a world of well-gov-
erned democratic states” (ESS, p. 10). The EU’s efforts to handle its “out-
side” are framed by different concepts, e.g. extraterritorial engagement, 
external governance, or Europeanisation beyond Europe (see e.g. Schim-
melfennig & Sedelmeier, 2004; Lavenex, 2008; Sasse, 2008; Korosteleva, 
2012). Despite theoretical differences, all of them analyse how the EU 
searches to inf luence the domestic policies of states in one way or another, 
even though for the time being, they are not to be offered the prospect of 
membership. 

Even if education policy does not figure among the top priorities of the 
ENP, there are several references to it, mostly in connection with peo-
ple-to-people contacts, presented not so much as an objective in itself but 



230

Helga Zichner

as being important to achieve overarching goals of the ENP: “An effective 
means to achieve the ENP’s main objectives is to connect the peoples of 
the Union and its neighbours …. Thus… the ENP will promote cultural, 
educational and more general societal links between the Union and its 
neighbourhood.” (Commission, 2004, p. 19). So far, Erasmus Mundus has 
not been mentioned explicitly, although in other documents, we find that 
the chapter “contacts between people” translates into the Erasmus Mundus 
programme in the first place (European Commission, 2012). Above that, 
the significance attached to the programme is evident in the fact that the 
allocated budget for Erasmus Mundus has been doubled in 2012 (European 
Commission, 2012, p. 4).

The overlap with what is being attempted with Erasmus lies, I argue, on 
a level that has to do with the aim of making people identify with a cer-
tain idea. In a way, the EU had to rethink or to continue its ref lections on 
what Europe “as a region in world politics” is, similar to the situation in 
1989, before which time European basically meant “Western European” 
(both quotes Wiener, 1993, p. 210). Transposed to yet another scale, the 
aim of Erasmus Mundus is to help decrease distances between countries in 
the sense of building closer relations between them: “The external dimen-
sion [of education and training, HZ] famously encapsulated in the Tempus 
programme and recently extended through Erasmus Mundus, addresses an 
equally important and distinct set of needs. Cooperation in education and 
training is a very powerful instrument at the service of strengthening rela-
tions with third countries and for fostering mutual understanding between EU 
countries and those beyond our borders.” (Commission, 2004a, p. 8-9, empha-
sis added).

Given the fact that practically speaking, this kind of exchange and 
approximation can ultimately be organized only at the level of individu-
als, we also encounter again the idea of individuals (participants) becom-
ing ambassadors, as it were, for the EU: “The aim of this programme is…
to have an impact on the visibility and perception of the European Union 
around the world, as well as building a capital of goodwill among those who 
have participated in the programme.” (Decision on Erasmus Mundus 2003, 
2, my italics). This idea takes more concrete shape if we look at the obli-
gations formulated for individual participants or scholars: “Contribute…
to the promotion and dissemination of the Erasmus Mundus programme 
in general…in their HEI and country of origin” (European Commission, 
2012a, p. 29). On the level of institutions the task consists even in develop-
ing a durable strategy in order to disseminate European and social values 
(European Commission, 2012a, p. 55).
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To sum up: on the one hand, there is a difference between the aims of 
the two programmes. While the above mentioned emblematic Eurostars 
emerging ideally from former Erasmus students are standing for inner-Eu-
ropean integration, the bearers of goodwill emerging from those who par-
ticipate in Erasmus Mundus are to promote the good conditions of the 
EU HEI and to attest to its attractiveness. On the other hand, there are 
at least two commonalities, one being that the achievement of different 
goals seems to rest on the same precondition, namely that the target group 
accepts and adopts what are said to be European values and to identify with 
these ideals. A second commonality between the two programmes is that 
ultimately, both refer to the optimisation of the workforce available in the 
EU, since Erasmus aims at training people familiar with the “European 
way of things” while Erasmus Mundus tries to attract the best students 
from third countries (Decision on Erasmus Mundus, 2008, (3)).

However, the question to be answered in this section is: what kind of 
membership does Erasmus Mundus offer the participants from non-EU 
countries? Even if they benefit for a certain period of time from their inclu-
sion into the European Area of higher education, we can ask with Shaw 
(2007) whether that “does make…such persons, in some practical if not 
formal sense, ‘citizens’” (pp. 19-20). 

Given the fact that the participants lack not only the legal status, but that 
they are also in the EU for comparatively short periods of time (in contrast 
to a part of the immigrant population from non-EU countries referred to 
above) and due to the fact that they benefit only from education systems, to 
see them as another kind of “partial citizens” (Heater, 1999, p. 131) seems 
inappropriate.

Despite this, we find an appeal to the ideal of equality between EU 
citizens and other “country nationals”, such as in the following quota-
tion: “The Commission shall ensure that no group of EU citizens or third 
country nationals is excluded or disadvantaged” (European Commission, 
2012a, p. 5). This appeal, however, should rather be interpreted as a part of 
the EU’s strategy to tackle (all kinds of ) “global challenges”, among others 
which are securing the neighbourhood.

Erasmus Mundus altogether has to be considered as a part of the exter-
nal dimension of EU education policy in which “soft power” (Nye, 2004) 
is employed in order to initiate domestic reform (Sasse, 2008, p. 295). Pro-
grammes facilitating people-to-people contacts are an instrument of “cul-
tural diplomacy”, increasing attractiveness to partner countries (Commis-
sion, 2004a, p. 12), are part of this soft power approach. Participants are 
being exposed to the environment of an EU country which results ideally 
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in a process Schimmelfennig calls “transnational socialisation” (2009, p. 8) 
meaning that individual actors promote “European” values after they have 
gained some personal experiences: “[…] in the ‘transnational socialisation’ 
mode of governance, the EU may try to persuade these societal actors of 
its values, norms, or policy ideas.” As Schimmelfennig continues, he makes 
clear that the transfer of ideas is not finished when somebody returns with a 
head full of inspiration, but that then these ideas need to be brought home 
somehow: “Societal actors will then work to disseminate these ideas fur-
ther domestically.”

Indeed, the decisions on Erasmus Mundus (2003; 2008) both make ref-
erence to “the social dimension of higher education” (2003, Art 1 [14]; 
2008, Art. 1 [11]), mobility allowing for the discovery, experience and 
understanding of “new cultural and social environments” (2008, Art. 1 
[11]). If we interpret Erasmus Mundus as a means of contributing to trans-
national socialisation, and if we further accept affiliation to some cultural 
identity or commitment to a set of values (defined as being part of the 
identity the belonging should be directed to) as one dimension of belong-
ing which can be considered a part of citizenship, then we can reformu-
late the intention behind the extension of the EU’s education policy to 
“third states” such that: it is a trial to encourage non-EU citizens to fol-
low its ideals of citizenship and all the associated values (democracy, human 
rights etc.). Participants as potential bearers of the “capital of goodwill” 
are invited to learn some of the meanings of European citizenship, or 
more frankly, they are offered the opportunity of sticking to the emotional 
dimension of one of the fragments of European citizenship: the feeling of 
belonging (again Wiener, 1993, p. 211) in the cultural sense, with limited 
opportunities to participate in the educational system of the EU. They are 
“offered” an association with the cultural ties, which are far beyond legal 
ties (Wiener, 1993, p. 211), but still significant from the EU’s perspective 
of soft power ambitions.

According to the programme scheme, participants are to return home 
after their stays, and this takes us to the final aspect of this section: the 
moment of returning home means leaving the new environment and going 
back to the societal, institutional context of origin. 

So in terms of citizenship as a concept which defines a relation between 
individuals and society or state (Wiener, 1993, p. 199), closely tied to the 
notion of membership (Bellamy et al., 2006, p. 2-3), the situation of for-
mer Erasmus Mundus participants may turn out to be rather more compli-
cated due to the fact that they have possibly become part of two different 
societal contexts. I argue that the question of what they can really make of 
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their potential new insights from a possibly different culture etc. once back 
home depends not only on themselves but also on the societal and political 
context of their home countries in which, however, they are full citizens. 
The concept of how citizens such as students and professors should behave 
and be involved in their home societies and on the political stage may dif-
fer, that is, in the “scripts” (Isin, 2008, p. 38) available for citizens, the idea 
of the “good citizen” is context-dependent.

In the final section of the paper, I will illustrate the extent to which the 
situation of former participants can be described as “dislocated” or more 
precisely “bifurcated”: on the one hand he or she should, roughly speak-
ing, accept a certain set of values as a consequence of encountering another 
environment, from the top down. On the other hand, he or she should 
make an effort from the bottom up to take these values home and promote 
them at the interface with institutions in his or her country of origin. As 
empirical evidence will show, there are differences at play depending on 
which side of the interface we look, making it appropriate also to differen-
tiate further the concept of the citizen.

Being there and coming home – matching and mismatching 
citizenship concepts and societal context

“Being there we have enlarged our horizon and coming back it is like we 
want to change something, to make something better for Moldova” (stu-
dent from Moldova, 955-957). 

When talking to former participants in Erasmus Mundus from all par-
ticipating universities in Moldova, you hardly hear any critical comments 
about the programme. All the people I talked to appreciated their stays 
abroad very much. The only aspect some of them remembered as not very 
satisfying or smooth was the border crossing or entry procedures. After all 
the above discussion of the emotional aspect of belonging, difficulties such 
as the punctuality of issuing visas, the cumbersomeness and inaccessibil-
ity of embassies in general or erroneous controls at airports when arriving 
or travelling back home relate precisely to the lack of legal ties, the legal 
status of membership as a mechanism of access or the denial of access to a 
community and its defined territory. 

In order to address their experiences once participants have escaped the 
border controls, I will come back to the distinction between active and 
activist citizens introduced in the very beginning. The distinction will 
prove useful in order to analyse the experiences of some participants in 
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Erasmus Mundus which result from the double or bifurcated interface with 
which they are confronted. 

Recalling the underlying intentions leading to the establishment of the 
programme (attracting the best students from outside the EU, turning 
them into bearers of a “capital of goodwill”), we could call these tasks a 
rudimentary “script” for the “good participants” in the Erasmus Mundus 
exchange scheme. 

Those who act accordingly may be called active citizens (Isin & Niel-
sen) or perhaps “competent members” (Turner, 1994; Isin & Wood, 1999) 
according to the very limited concept on which I have elaborated above.

“Active” in this sense means to behave in a way that is intended by oth-
ers, while presupposing the active embracement of proposed behavioural 
patterns, and to this extent, standing in contrast to passivity. Empirical evi-
dence suggests that in some respects, the “plan” to employ participants as 
ambassadors works out quite well, while in others it doesn’t. Many pro-
fessors and coordinators of Erasmus Mundus in Moldova mentioned that 
the level of interest among students in Erasmus Mundus is too weak. They 
described their students as amorphous, immobile, sleepy or not used to 
entering into a competitive environment. From their point view, students 
were not “active” enough, since they were too hesitant to apply. This is 
not to say that places offered remain vacant, but that they would welcome 
it if more students applied so that really the “best” students would profit 
from the exchange programme. Talking to students and staff members 
directly revealed a different perspective: looking at the initial access to 
the programme or the conditions of application in the home country, we 
find typically that while staff members describe the process of application 
as very smooth, students are confronted with impediments on the level of 
the programme administration at their home universities. For students, 
very much depends on the information policy of the universities and fur-
thermore on the competencies of the specific personnel in charge of han-
dling their applications: “When I applied in 2008 my only problem was 
that nobody could explain to me how to fill out the documents, where I 
need to go to have them signed. The coordinator of my university did not 
help me at all” (Vlad, student from Moldova, 194-197).

“My wife applied this year and in Mr. Sandu’s [programme director, 
HZ] office she stayed about an hour listening to how much he is fed up 
with Erasmus Mundus, how much he has to do and so forth. That he does 
not want to sign anything that she should go away, a whole hour…. So 
you can write a first recommendation: organize the administration of the 
programme outside the university, attach it to the office of EU or the del-
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egation, it should be an office of its own, independent of the university, 
because it harms a lot” (Nicu, student from Moldova, 634-43).

First of all, it must be ensured that those students who apply for an 
Erasmus Mundus scholarship are ready to engage in a programme not 
known to them. In contrast to other forms of migration (labour migration 
especially), educational migration is not yet that widespread, and has also 
aroused the mistrust of parents who could not believe in the amount of 
funding provided by the scholarship. Since we talked to participants who 
were among the first ones from Moldova to leave with Erasmus Mundus, 
they should be considered pioneers. In that sense, they needed a certain 
degree of courage even, ignoring the scepticism of their own family: they 
can be said to have diverged from conventional paths. 

Bearing in mind that Belarus, Moldova and Ukraine have only partic-
ipated in the exchange since 2007, the difficulties encountered by Vlad 
may be explained by a lack of experience on both sides. Students as well 
as administrators at that time were inexperienced in a way (the total num-
ber of scholarship for all the three Belarus, Moldova and Ukraine was 231 
in the 2008 call7). Several staff members mentioned that before Erasmus 
Mundus, opportunities to visit Western countries were extremely limited.

In contrast to this, Nicu’s experience four years later points to a com-
plex of problems that lies beyond the level of personal experience or moti-
vation as it might appear at first sight. Since other students confirmed his 
experiences in relation to other staff implied in the programme administra-
tion, I think that they point to problems that have to do on the one hand 
with the highly hierarchical relation between students and superiors from 
the teaching and administration staff, while on the other with the prob-
lem that in Moldova, university employees in general are overburdened 
and underpaid. 

Interpreting the experiences against this background with the help of 
Isin’s distinction between active and activist citizens, I would like to stress 
the following: the will to overcome administrative impediments or indi-
vidual resistance and traditional attitudes, to try to gain access to some-
thing unusual so far, can be compared to putting forward a claim (e.g. a 
claim for support in coming to terms with the procedure). It means making 
others used to being presented with new claims (resulting from obligations 
the university has assumed by concluding a contract with other EU univer-
sities), in a situation where access to these opportunities cannot be taken for 
granted yet, the appendant procedures having not been initially well estab-
lished. A student engaging in getting a new type of scholarship who is in 
need of a certain degree of cooperation from his home university stands 
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in contrast to the general portrait professors used to sketch about their stu-
dents. Obviously, those who become active in that sense break the usual 
patterns of students’ behaviour in this specific context: they aspire to some-
thing new and in that sense have the appearance of being activist citizens.

After leaving the country with the scholarship, everything seems to 
evolve as the imaginary “script” foresees. Some quotations from the group 
discussion read like advertisements for the programme. An extreme, 
yet not unique, example is Bogdan who describes how his value system 
changed in the course of his scholarship (the dissemination of “European” 
values is one of the aforementioned aims): “My stay abroad had a very pos-
itive impact on me in the sense that I have learnt there to learn much  better 
than I did before. Aaa, until I left there, I was … well coming back I had 
become much less discriminating.” Moderator: “Against whom?” “against 
everybody, I did not like Jews, gypsies, I was a nationalist, there I lived 
among strangers, and I saw that they are human too and that, in addition I 
got friends who are advocates in Russia, professors in Belarus, people from 
the Polish opposition and so forth. When I leave now to another coun-
try, I know whom to contact, who can help me for instance. I have friends 
in Ukraine and Spain alike. I have friends almost in the whole of Europe. 
That is the main idea for me” (Bogdan, student form Moldova, 924-930).

Many participants in the discussions, students and staff members alike, 
mentioned that their experiences abroad altered their perceptions about 
themselves, their country of origin and about their “university life”. 
Almost everybody saw the scholarship as being helpful in order to com-
pensate certain deficits of Moldova’s system of higher education, primar-
ily in some very practical respects: the availability of specific literature, the 
possibility of learning a foreign language, of being able to see the country 
you want to study and to establish relations for further collaboration, book 
exchanges, acquaintance with other teaching methods etc. All this is con-
tained in the metaphor of the enlarged horizon. In addition, especially staff 
members mention that sometimes they felt like contributing to enlarge the 
horizons for others, too: “My doctoral thesis is about the bank sector in 
Moldova, some interior mechanism of the bank. Yet, I wanted to see what 
it is like in their banking system, how does this mechanism work there (…). 
That was what I wanted to see, the tangents. (…) Finally, I did a presenta-
tion how these things work in our country, how it looks like, what hap-
pens, and what is the current situation. Well, and as my other colleagues 
said, perhaps we don’t know much about them, but they know even less 
about us. Somehow, we are still in a black hole. ((Laughing))” (Staff mem-
ber from Moldova, 120-127).
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If one keeps in mind the fact that in the respective call for applications 
from 2008, only 52 scholarships were reserved for applicants from EU 
countries wishing to apply for places in Belarus, Ukraine and Moldova, 
the imbalance is clear. The idea of promoting knowledge about each other, 
suggesting a reciprocal interest, is difficult to accomplish and the numer-
ical design of the exchange “rates” suggests that the emphasis lies rather 
on advertising the EU HEI than on learning about the “new neighbours”. 
In that sense, making non-EU citizens familiar with part of scripts for 
EU-citizens is much more a priority than achieving a degree of “mutual 
understanding”, as suggested at the rhetorical level.

Finally, many discussants said that following their stay abroad, they wish 
to change something in Moldova, and in some cases they directly copy 
what they perceived as being “good practices” during their scholarship. “I 
want to say that recently … at our university there was a professor from 
France. So this professor ventured to choose us in Erasmus for one month 
(laughing). All was on a very high level, but I coordinated everything. 
And she asked me how she arrives in our town? And I said, Mr. Dean, I 
know how we should receive her. We must go to the airport, receive her 
there and accompany her to our town, so that she doesn’t get lost on the 
way, because this is not France, this is not Germany (laughing) .… Sim-
ply, I wanted her to have positive impressions, and I think. Simply, I knew 
that we should offer her this, I was pleased by the way the welcoming was 
organized in my host country. (…) And I insisted that it should be pleas-
ant, that she has positive impressions.” (Doctoral Student from Moldova, 
p. 778-791).

All these are (small) examples at the individual level where the intended 
effects of Erasmus Mundus materialise. Participants use the chance to go 
abroad and the opportunities offered, almost as in a handbook, adopting 
or adapting parts of their value systems according to EU models, rethink-
ing their relations to other people in their home country. Clearly, most of 
them accept the ways the visited HEI functioned as being preferable, call-
ing them normatively “the reality” or as one of the staff members put it: 
“Thank God, there are some people who see how it is normal” (Staff mem-
ber, 1112-13, my italics). But as I will describe in the remaining section, 
limitations may occur when one attempts to apply certain forms of knowl-
edge gained during Erasmus Mundus stays abroad. 

Individually, all of the participants have enlarged their personal hori-
zon, but what about sharing these experiences with others, namely, to dis-
seminate what you have acquired in another context within your home 
context, where you are a full citizen? Beyond that, the wish to act as 
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equal partners within newly-created cross-border collaboration networks 
is not at all easy to realise. At these points, the script often doesn’t work as 
intended and the main questions are: how do the discussants interpret these 
interruptions and what conclusions do they draw? Addressing the context 
at home with new ideas proves to be quite a challenge because it implies 
another concept of what it means to be a citizen, which might contrast 
with established patterns of citizenship in the countries of origin. 

Staying with the distinction between “active citizens” who “participate 
in scenes that are already created” (Isin 2008, p. 38) and activist citizens 
engaged in creating the scene, I will point to three examples, which show 
on the one hand how difficult it is to be creative in a way that really pro-
duces an “effect” and on the other that behavioural patterns or other ideals 
accepted as good citizenship are not necessarily accepted in other national 
contexts. According to Isin, the creativity at play in the actions of activist 
citizens goes hand in hand with questioning, altering or rupturing actual 
patterns of behaviour (habitus) which is not always welcomed by others. 
What the following examples will show is that one certain behavioural 
pattern can be framed either as participation in a scene, as the creation of a 
new scene or as something in between, depending on the (national) con-
text. 

In our group discussions, one of our questions was what chances partic-
ipants in Erasmus Mundus have or see in order to apply knowledge, prac-
tices or experiences in general after they had come back to their home 
institution. Unfortunately, during the students’ discussion, we did not 
really touch upon this point, so all material is drawn from the discussion 
with teaching staff members. In their case, there was quite some agree-
ment in several points, which I wish to illustrate in the following, some of 
which are slightly reminiscent of difficulties met by students in the appli-
cation phase.

First, all participating staff members agreed that basically there is no 
problem with using the concrete scientific knowledge gained abroad in 
their classes, so that transfer of knowledge is in this sense unproblematic. 
If, however, you are changing teaching practices, things start to look dif-
ferent. One professor had indeed changed the way in which she tested stu-
dents. In her exams, she accepts individual presentations instead of the tra-
ditional written exam because she thinks that it is essential for her students 
in their professional life to know how to give a presentation. In fact, writ-
ten exams are still the only officially accepted form to test students, so that 
she really breaks a convention: “I want to say that, okay, I have been to dif-
ferent universities both in Europe and in the US. Basically, I have imple-



239

How can you grow an English lawn in  Moldova? 

mented some teaching methods and methods of evaluation some time ago 
already, but some of them I apply in … like that … and I think when will 
somebody come and penalise me because I …” – “Yes, that’s it” – “I real-
ise, I do the exam not in the form we are to do but in form of a presen-
tation .… While here [at our university, HZ], it is obligatory that all get 
the same identical exam …. without paying attention which is the specific 
of the class, which is the finality of the class, even if everybody is talking 
about finalities. But you cannot evaluate them all in an absolutely identi-
cal way.” (Staff members Moldova, pp. 905-923).

Obviously inspired by several stays abroad, she has changed her way of 
testing her students, so that her practice accords with the practice in the 
other contexts she has visited. Interestingly however, her change of practice 
back home remains effective only at the individual level: she is not trying 
to establish it on a higher scale, she is not calling for the discussion of the 
appropriate kind of exams in her discipline at her university. In that sense, 
she is not putting forward a claim, but simply rupturing her individual prac-
tice, seemingly not having suffered any sanctions so far but expecting them 
should her divergence be discovered one day. It is difficult then to appreciate 
whether her behaviour corresponds with what activist citizens do according 
to Isin and Nielsen, because the effect of this divergence or change in prac-
tice upon the relation between individuals and society remains more or less 
latent, until it comes to light at some point in the future.

Since, however, this staff member has touched upon the subject of “final-
ities”, the discussion takes an interesting turn. Finalities is one important 
term throughout the Bologna process, and a whole passage revolves around 
the question of the extent to which the Bologna process (to which Moldova 
had adhered within half a year) is used today as a means to legitimately 
further bureaucratise the HEI sector in Moldova without “really” imple-
menting anything. The fact that some staff members have visited HEI in 
EU countries has several implications: they see the differences between 
here and there, some speak of “our Bologna” and “their Bologna”, allud-
ing to the – from their point of view - purely formal implementation of 
the necessary reforms: “Like in this famous joke, when somebody asked the 
English: how come that you have these beautiful lawns? And it’s like: very 
simple – you just need to trim it every morning, for 400 years ((laughing)). 
That’s it, well, if you do not have these traditions, let’s say, that are passed 
from one generation to another, and you apply mechanically certain things 
you have seen here and here and there, it is very difficult.” (Staff member 
from Moldova, 776-779). “Yes, so, there is this tendency to: we try to for-
malise as much as possible, everything we have.” “And we tick that we…”; 
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“And we tick that we have done it…”; “According to the Bologna process”; 
“Accordingly, exactly.” “Don’t you forget that we are registered (laugh-
ing)” “Anonymously.” (Three staff members from Moldova, 963-976).

Aside from these critical observations, several participants describe how 
not only the Bologna process but also they as staff members are perceived 
in a rather hostile way. “The Bologna programme in the Republic of Mol-
dova, it doesn’t look normal to them, it makes them angry. We believe 
that if you sincerely say yes, as colleagues said here somewhere, the modal-
ity to register at the faculty, the allocation of financial resources, the sta-
tus of the university … and then if you go and say, well look how they do 
it elsewhere, you create yourself a lot of enemies (laughing) from above. 
Who say to you: okay, you had a look, now shut up! (laughing). You had 
look, you walked around – now take a rest.” (Four staff members Mol-
dova, 709-723).

The last speaker creates a “we” and a “them” group: the stay abroad in EU 
countries (or the US, see above) represents a commonality, creates similar 
visions about what would be good as well as similar criticism vis-à-vis the 
prevailing system in their home country. So again, personally they have been 
convinced, and they are even ready to correspond to their role as ambassa-
dors and promote some aspects as worth a trial in their own context. So far, 
the aim of capturing some kind of “emotive commitment” (Turner 1994, 
see above) among the participants has been achieved. This engagement is 
not very welcome, however, and provokes even animosities with colleagues 
who have not travelled to the EU. The positive impressions cannot easily be 
made fruitful at home, the critical perception of their colleagues seems even 
to introduce or exacerbate a division of perceptions between how things 
work at home and how they work abroad: “… they have seen only Moscow, 
the same system, possibly Iaşi [Romania, HZ] and so on, but they do not 
know the system, for sure they think that what they do here is the centre of 
the universe, but … it’s not”, (staff member, 824-827).

To sum up, their stays abroad also mean to a certain degree a potential 
tension with colleagues from within the university administration, as well 
as with colleagues from the teaching staff. While the EU intends to avoid 
new dividing lines between EU and non-EU countries on a large scale, on 
the level of Moldovan universities, the fact that a part of the staff identi-
fies with certain aspects of how higher education can be organized opens a 
new dividing line among staff members. Commenting on the chances they 
see for changing the current situation in education in Moldova, their state-
ments are pretty pessimistic. They see a need for comprehensive systematic 
changes, declaring them however as being totally out of their reach, even 
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if at the same time, some say that if not they themselves, nobody will pro-
duce these changes. 

In conclusion, one can say that despite insights in other contexts, despite 
identification with other ways of organizing higher education, despite 
agreement on common critique and an higher education environment in 
Moldova that at least officially is being reformed according to EU stan-
dards, it is difficult to effectively put forward new claims with reference 
to altering established patterns of doing things in higher education insti-
tutions in Moldova and to become an activist citizen in this sense. To 
make the interface between individual staff members and a university work 
according to the model of activist citizenship presupposes a general societal 
context that is prepared and open to such kind of interventions, including 
the self-perception among citizens as being the ones who are able to ini-
tiate change. Individuals who come up with new ideas or suggestions are 
perceived rather as enemies and perhaps even as being alienated. From the 
point of view of EU external education policy as a means to create pos-
itive identification with its models and values, this represents a success, 
however: the intended raising of awareness and the building of a capital 
of goodwill is achieved. However, for the affected participants, this goes 
hand in hand with a feeling of alienation and powerlessness when back in 
their context of origin. Many of them have the feeling that they have the 
potential to change something, but they feel blockaded, so that one could 
call them blockaded or potential activist citizens.

What then of the possibilities of intensifying contacts made during the 
stay abroad, in order to not lose the connection entirely? Do they feel 
like emancipated members in the European space of higher education 
after their scholarship has ended, able to continue to knit their network, 
the incipient links between the EU and its new neighbours? The answer 
is negative. They are neither able to accept invitations coming from the 
networks established during their stays abroad, nor do they feel able to 
invite colleagues from the EU to Moldova because there is no money with 
which to finance the most basic items for international guests such as travel 
expenses, accommodation or food. Without any “carrot”, they are con-
vinced that nobody will come: “Cooperation exists but the main problem 
is finances, because, I think I have six or seven invitations already for con-
ferences. But financially …”; “You cannot accept them …”; “And to invite 
them here, again from the financial point of view … the university does 
not have any accommodation, absolutely nothing, but only because of our 
beautiful eyes nobody no, you do not want to come here. Nobody comes. 
On their account.” (Two staff members Moldova, 1469-1474).
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Continuing to act as “active citizens” according to the ideals formu-
lated in European education policy, and fostering the desired mutual rela-
tions, is proving difficult in an academic environment which the partic-
ipants describe as by and large unchanged since the end of Soviet times. 
Beyond that, and as banal as it may appear, departing from the traditional 
paths in Moldovan educational and academic practices and further pursu-
ing the paths with which they became acquainted during their stays abroad 
depends, like all fruitful academic travel, on financial backing, which is 
not offered by either side.

Conclusions

The idea of European citizenship initially gained shape by debating the 
need for establishing a European identity. It aimed to create a sense of cul-
tural belonging among citizens of the member states, in the hope that as a 
result, they would be more interested in the political affairs of the Com-
munity and in contributing to economic well-being. While EU-citizen-
ship was also established later as a legal status, it can be observed that in 
the EU’s policies towards its “outside”, towards the neighbouring coun-
tries, elements of the early citizenship approach pop up again without add-
ing some kind of legal status. Among others, in the framework of Eras-
mus Mundus, the EU tries to promote a sense of belonging by fostering 
“mutual understanding” among EU and non-EU citizens, seeing par-
ticipants in the exchange scheme as being potential bearers of goodwill 
who will disseminate “European values” in their countries once they have 
returned, and as a potential workforce for the EU. Since this approach is 
regarded as being a potential contribution to the goal of preventing new 
dividing lines emerging between the EU and its neighbours, and as the 
sense of belonging in terms of culture can be seen according many authors 
as being one dimension of citizenship, the question arises as to what exactly 
the integrative effect of this policy should be at individual level. Given the 
fact that the level of emotive commitment represents just one part of the 
dimension of belonging (the other being legal status), that the stays abroad 
are short and that regardless of status level, nothing changes for the partici-
pants, I decided not to apply the notion of citizen. The remaining question, 
therefore, is what happens in cases where participants do indeed develop 
the intended cultural ties, become convinced by another system, by the 
way of organizing things differently in education according to some model 
encountered in the EU? Empirical evidence suggests that in most cases, 
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it is difficult to invest or valorise the capital accumulated abroad beyond 
the individual level. Suggestions to change certain practices are rejected 
by colleagues, while others change their practices (of teaching) “clandes-
tinely” without telling colleagues, anxious of being “discovered” and sanc-
tioned one day. Furthermore, contacts established during the stay abroad 
are difficult to maintain and risk getting lost again or remaining isolated if 
there are no follow-up options either on the part of the EU or on the part 
of Moldova. Coming back home means in many respects returning to the 
point of departure. Thus, in cases where the cultural ties of belonging are 
not substantiated by personal contacts, these will be difficult to keep up 
and develop. 

When belonging (as is the case, for example, with citizenship) says 
something about the relation between an individual and a larger commu-
nity, the intention of Erasmus Mundus can be said to be twofold. First, 
it tries to establish a relation between non-EU citizens and some kind of 
EU identity/culture/value system on the one side. Second, the citizenship 
element of emotive commitment/the feeling of belonging, which in the 
case of many participants does indeed emerge or is strengthened during 
the stay abroad, should be transferred in a disseminating manner into the 
non-EU context; it should be related to this context. While the first step 
is completed quite smoothly, experiences of coming back home remind 
participants of returning into a “dead-end street”, into a context depicted 
as unchanged since the end of Soviet times. The participants see virtu-
ally no chance of making a contribution in order to change this situation 
or to put forward their claims for changes which from their point of view 
are desirable. The fact that the group discussion in which the cited mate-
rial was generated was the first occasion on which they exchanged their 
experiences in a wider circle is therefore telling. The accumulated capital 
of goodwill is at risk of remaining isolated instead of being a connecting 
element, and of having little effect beyond the very limited personal level.

English language article provided by the author.

This article was originally published in the Journal of Social Science Education, 12 
(14), 2013. 
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Notes

 1 My thanks go to Pawel Karolewski and Timofey Agarin and an anonymous reviewer 
for their thorough and constructive comments on the first drafts of the paper. 

 2 I adopt here the perspective as it has been developed in the research project “Within 
a ring of secure third countries. Regional and local effects of the extraterritorial 
engagement of the European Union in Belarus, Ukraine and the Republic of Mol-
dova”, coordinated by Bettina Bruns at the Leibniz Institute for Regional Geogra-
phy, see [http://www.if l-leipzig.de/en/research/project/detail/im_ring_sicherer_
nachbarstaaten.html]. The empirical data I will refer to in this article have been 
generated in the framework of this project. We talked to students and staff who have 
all participated in Erasmus Mundus in 2008 and 2009. All the quotations are taken 
from the two discussions in Moldova, organized in March 2012, which were mod-
erated by people from the local context. Interestingly, to organize group discussions 
in the field of education turned out to be more difficult in Belarus, while in Ukraine 
it was totally impossible. All names and locations have been changed or are omitted.

 3 We will see that on a European level, education in this sense and “vocational train-
ing” were treated differently from the beginning. Even if in most of the literature, 
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education and vocational training are treated together, they are clearly distinguished 
as two different aspects, education identified much more or even exclusively as the 
task of single states, whereas vocational training due to its more obvious economic 
relevance is identified quite early as a matter of the community.

 4 The phase of cooperation lasted roughly from the late 1960s until the mid-1980s.
 5 http://ec.europa.eu/education/erasmus/doc/stat/1011/report.pdf (p. 14.).
 6 Consisting at that time of the European Coal and Steal Community, the European 

Economic Community and the European Atomic Energy Community.
 7 http://eacea.ec.europa.eu/erasmus_mundus/results_ compendia/ selected_projects_

action_2_en.php
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The role of the EU in the development of 
civil society in Armenia 

A brief introduction

The development of the civil society sector in post-Soviet countries began 
right after the collapse of the Soviet Union. Hundreds of organizations 
were established due to large funds, grants and donations from donor orga-
nizations interested in building democracy in the post-communist states. 
This phenomenon is often known as the “mushrooming of NGOs” or 
“NGO-isation of civil society”. 

Armenia has a long tradition and history of civil society; if one takes 
into account the ancient and medieval concepts of civil society as commu-
nal life and human associations, then interest groups outside of the state 
have existed here for centuries. However, if we use the modern under-
standing of civil society developed and conceptualised mainly by western 
academics, Armenian civil society is only 25 years old. In this article I use 
the modern understanding of civil society as being “a realm of autono-
mous and independent non-governmental organizations, movements, net-
works, grassroots associations, social enterprises, in other words any value-, 
need- and interest-based social groups established voluntarily by people 
who through collective action try to fulfil certain goals that bring benefits 
for a particular group of the society or to the society as a whole”. Follow-
ing this logic, the development of modern civil society in Armenia traces 
back to the late 1980s and the early 1990s. 

Most of the NGOs and movements formed back then were generally 
connected to environmental causes. Those environmental movements, 
inspired by Gorbachev’s reforms and partial tolerance of the Kremlin 
towards environmental activism, could be observed in Armenia, Georgia, 
Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and Ukraine (Ishkanian et al., 2013, p. 17). In 
general, the development of the modern Armenian third sector was inf lu-
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enced by several important historical factors, such as the inheritance of the 
Soviet era and its collapse, the 1988 earthquake and the subsequent f low of 
humanitarian assistance, armed conf lict over Nagorno-Karabakh and the 
growing interest among development organizations, the Armenian dias-
pora and other donors in Armenia (Blue & Ghazaryan, 2004, p. 11).

Since 1990, the increasing donor support directed to the development 
of non-profit organizations has played an important role in the progress of 
current civil society, and has shaped Armenian civil society. Aside from 
foreign donors, international aid and humanitarian organizations, the 
European Union and other donors, it is important to mention that one of 
the key players in the development of Armenian civil society is the Arme-
nian diaspora. Since 1991, it has played an important role in the implemen-
tation of a range of reconstruction and humanitarian projects  (CIVICUS, 
2010, p. 26).

The development of civil society and its organizations in Armenia con-
tinued after the war between Armenia and Azerbaijan over Nagorno-Kara-
bakh that ended in May 1994 with a ceasefire agreement. This develop-
ment occurred from 1995 to 2000, together with the gradual and relative 
democratisation of political institutions and governance in Armenia. CSOs 
became more organized and targeted in their attempts to address social 
issues such as unemployment and health. They were intended to spread the 
values of human rights and democratisation according to the typical exam-
ple of similar organizations in the west (Blue & Ghazaryan, 2004, p. 11).

Armenian civil society today: a mixture of achievements and 
failures? 

After 25 years of post-communist existence, Armenian civil society rep-
resents an interesting mix of achievements and failures (CIVICUS, 2014, 
p. 13). The development of civil society in Armenia started in difficult cir-
cumstances. It was inf luenced by the collapse of the regime, a war and a 
devastating earthquake. This was combined with a lack of knowledge, 
skills and capacity, and the non-existence of laws, appropriate legal frame-
works or necessary infrastructure. 

Civil society in Armenia became an important and recognised stake-
holder that is still facing divergent challenges. In order to respond to this 
changing environment, the Armenian government adopted a policy of 
creating participative institutions, providing each citizen with the oppor-
tunity of participating in the legislative changes of the country through 
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civil society organizations. Furthermore, a code of participatory cooper-
ation between some ministries and public organizations has been elabo-
rated, as well as a local self-government law which has been amended to 
give the citizens and civil society groups and organizations a right to par-
ticipate in public hearings and the work of local authorities (EU Heads of 
Mission to Armenia, 2014, p. 3).

There are several big networks in Armenia, mostly composed of civic 
organizations that take coordinated action together with the parliament, 
government and other state bodies. Unfortunately, there is also a large 
number of governmentally organized organizations, or GONGOs, which 
support unpopular policies of the government, creating an impression that 
citizens participate in the legislative processes. In this way, the government 
tries to legitimise its non-legitimate policies.

During the last 15 years, the civil society sector in Armenia has under-
gone considerable changes and transformations, recording new achieve-
ments, trends and failures. Recognising the increasingly important role 
of the NGOs, the state tried to prevent this trend. The Ministry of Jus-
tice, for example, presented a proposal of amending NGO legislation to 
the government, which was approved and put before the National Assem-
bly of Armenia (the parliament). However, thanks to coordinated activities 
of NGOs against this amendment, it was not passed. Many high-profile 
NGOs considered this amendment to be a worrying signal. Developments 
around the amendment and the success of NGOs in persuading lawmak-
ers have shown that the power of civil society to inf luence decision-mak-
ing processes is growing. 

From 2005-2006 and 2008-2010, the international organization CIVI-
CUS, together with different local and international partners, completed a 
Civil Society Index , with the aim of evaluating the state of civil society in 
Armenia. Diverse research methods have been used to analyse collected data 
in order to provide a realistic evaluation. CIVICUS evaluated the strengths 
and weaknesses of Armenian civil society, interestingly noting that one of its 
strengths is the legal environment in which it functions (CIVICUS, 2007). 
Due to this positive legal environment, many organizations and founda-
tions were registered in the country without any obstacles. According to the 
CIVILITAS Foundation, in 2008 there were 2,824 registered organizations, 
with 3,066 in 2009 and 3,300 in 2010. The number of registered NGOs in 
Armenia was 3,781 as of January 2012 (CIVILITAS, 2010). Nevertheless, 
according to different data, there are 3,000-5,000 NGOs in Armenia. How-
ever, it is only possible to find precise, up-to-date information about a few 
dozen of them on the Internet or in different directories.
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 There have been different assessments of the civil society situation in 
Armenia. One of the assessment mechanisms is the ‘Sustainability Index’ 
developed by the US Agency for International Development (USAID). 
According to this index, in 2010 the overall sustainability of the NGO sec-
tor in Armenia remained unchanged from 2009, and the results of finan-
cial crisis severely affected the NGO sector. Because of limited funding 
opportunities, the framework of the activities of NGOs started to narrow. 
Moreover, post-election tensions in 2009 contributed to the development 
of an atmosphere of apathy among citizens (USAID, 2011). 

In 2012, the Sustainability Index reported that “CSOs in Armenia 
increased their organizational capacity […] recognised the importance of 
strategic planning, adopted new technologies to share information and 
keep themselves updated on nationwide developments in their fields” 
(USAID, 2013, p. 2). Referring to the Ministry of Justice, the index reports 
3,432 public organizations, 733 foundations, and 301 legal entity unions 
registered in Armenia as of October 2012. However, the authors estimated 
that only up to 20% of these institutions were active (USAID, 2013, p. 23). 
One of the significant developments in 2013, according the index, is that 
“the Armenian government officials and affiliated groups label advocacy 
and watchdog groups as “grant-eaters” to discredit them […] there was 
also state pressure including some inspections, arrests, and fines“ (USAID, 
2014, p. 2). At the same time, advocacy of civil society has been improved, 
and “informal groups were particularly active in advocacy, confronting 
unfavourable state decisions […] and continued to improve their institu-
tional capacities” (USAID, 2014, p. 18). 

Freedom House is another watchdog of freedom and democracy in 
Armenia and elsewhere in the world. As of 2014, around 4,000 NGOs are 
registered in Armenia, but many are not operational due to a scarcity of 
funding or capacity. There are some state-funded organizations that are 
inactive, and the main aim of the governmental funding of those NGOs is 
money laundering. Trade unions and labour organizations are considered 
weak (USAID, 2014). 

The data from Freedom House’s comprehensive, comparative study 
“Nations in Transit”, which demonstrates the democratic developments in 
29 countries from Central Europe to Eurasia, shows that “Armenian non-
governmental organizations operate in a generally favourable legislative 
climate and […] Armenia’s civil society is vibrant” (Iskandaryan, 2012, 
p. 67). They have improved their advocacy, but the “impact of such pub-
lic advocacy on government policy remains limited” (Iskandaryan, 2012, 
p. 67). The Nations in Transit report from 2013 suggests that the demo-
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cratic gap between three Caucasian states is growing increasingly, with 
Armenia and Georgia moving forward with democratic reforms and Azer-
baijan, by contrast, continuing its “brutal suppression of public gather-
ings” (Habdank-Kołaczkowska, 2013, p. 3). Freedom House reports that 
the political situation in Armenia as of 2014 contributes to the develop-
ment of civil society and “Armenia’s civil society remains active, diverse, 
and independent” (Iskandaryan, 2012, p. 67). However, it does not have a 
fundamental impact on politics, and the level of trust towards civil society 
remains low (Iskandaryan, 2012, p. 67). 

The role of the EU in the development of civil society in 
 Armenia

The European Union is one of the main donors to civil society in Arme-
nia, and its support of civil society has been growing significantly during 
recent years. The European Union has emerged only recently as a major 
stakeholder engaging with civil society in Armenia. In the early 1990s, 
civil society developed mainly with the support of US-based donors and 
American governmental agencies. That is why many Armenian civil soci-
ety organizations have replicated the working styles and habits of similar 
organizations based in the United States. However, with the launch of the 
European Neighbourhood Policy and especially the Eastern Partnership 
Program, the EU has strengthened its engagement with non-state actors 
in Armenia, becoming the main civil society supporter and shaping its fur-
ther development.

Relations between Armenia and the European Union are based on the 
EU-Armenia Partnership and Cooperation Agreement (PCA), which was 
signed in 1999. Already in this agreement, we can see the will of the EU 
to engage itself in civil society development. Article 68 of the agreement 
states that “the parties shall encourage contacts and exchanges between their 
national, regional and judicial authorities […] and non-governmental organ-
izations” (Official Journal of the European Communities, 1999). However, 
EU engagement with civil society in Armenia was narrowly limited to tech-
nical and humanitarian assistance, and support for civil society did not rep-
resent a priority area of the EU in Armenia. From 1991 to 2006, European 
assistance to Armenia totalled more than 380 million Euros, of which nearly 
120 million was for humanitarian assistance (ENPI, 2007-2013, p. 13).

EU technical assistance to Armenia was implemented within the TACIS 
programme, which expired in 2006. It was mainly focused on assistance 



254

Grigor Yeritsyan

for institutional, legal and administrative reforms, the promotion of small 
and medium-sized enterprises, assistance in addressing the social conse-
quences of transition, the development of infrastructure networks, etc 
(EUR-Lex, 2007). A very small percentage of the money was directed to 
civil society through different programmes, such as the LIEN programme 
(Link Inter-European NGOs), the IBPP (Institution Building Partner-
ship) and The European Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights, 
or EIDHR (Simão, 2011, p. 62).

The LIEN programme was “an initiative of the European Commis-
sion to support nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) working in the 
social sector in the New Independent States (NIS)” (European Commis-
sion, 2001). It was developed by the European Commission at the request 
of the European Parliament in 1992 with the aim of providing funding and 
technical assistance to civil society (European Commission, 2001). The 
TACIS LIEN programme was succeeded by the Institution Building Part-
nership Programme (IBPP) aiming at supporting the capacity-building 
process of NGOs, local and regional authorities, and professional organi-
zations (European Commission, 2003). These were the main programmes 
from which civil society benefited. In the period from 1990-2006, the EU 
cannot be considered a major actor involved in the development of civil 
society in Armenia. The same tendency can also be seen in other coun-
tries of Eastern Neighbourhood where EU support was mainly of a tech-
nical nature. 

A new phase of EU engagement with civil society in Armenia was 
marked by the European Neighbourhood Policy. By joining the policy, 
Armenia was invited to enter into intensified relations with the EU that 
also inf luenced the intensification of the relations between the EU and 
Armenian civil society. The ENP Action Plan, which identifies the main 
strategic objectives of the cooperation between the EU and Armenia, states 
that the facilitation of the development of civil society in Armenia is one 
of the general objectives of EU-Armenian cooperation (EEAS, n.d., ENP). 
It also mentions that the parties should contribute towards a peaceful solu-
tion of the Nagorno-Karabakh conf lict by promoting the active involve-
ment of civil society, as well as its involvement in environmental policy and 
people-to-people contacts, namely education, training and youth (EEAS, 
n.d., ENP).

The EU interacts with civil society in Armenia within the framework of 
different programmes of the European Union. Through the direct funding 
of the civil society and different governmental agencies that are intended 
to facilitate civil society participation, the EU promotes the development 
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and strengthening of civil society in Armenia. Most of its funding had 
been transferred to civil society within the Eastern Neighbourhood and 
Partnership Instrument (2007-2013: 285.1 million Euros) and is now being 
implemented through the European Neighbourhood Instrument (ENI) 
- (2014-2017: 140-170 million Euros) (EEAS, n.d., Armenia). The total 
allocation for 2014-2020 under the ENI to Armenia will vary from 252 
million Euros to 308 million Euros, and 5% of this money is allocated as 
complementary support to civil society organizations (EEAS, n.d., Pro-
gramming). Complementary support means “supporting the role of civil 
society in building credible and inclusive policy processes, stronger dem-
ocratic processes and accountability systems. […] This can include mea-
sures aiming to promote a conducive environment at all levels for civil 
society participation in public life, measures to boost domestic transpar-
ency and accountability, including the budgetary process” (EEAS, Pro-
gramming, p. 13).

The main areas of EU financial intervention in Armenia under the ENI 
are private sector development, public administration reform and justice 
sector reform. According to the EU Single Support Framework, “support 
to civil society will be mainstreamed throughout all three sectors of inter-
vention […] with the ultimate goal of ensuring effective and inclusive poli-
cies at the national level” (EEAS, Programming, p. 7). Unfortunately, since 
the government of Armenia and its different ministries are the main bene-
ficiaries of the funding, there is scepticism as to whether all the envisaged 
reforms will be effectively implemented. However, merely the fact that 
civil society development in Armenia has become a priority of EU con-
firms the hypothesis that the EU is attempting to become an increasingly 
engaged stakeholder in the area. In contrast to the ENPI, the ENI is intro-
ducing support to civil society as a new area of priority and a separate area 
that is specifically being funded. 

One of the EU programmes which supports civil society organizations 
in Armenia is the European Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights 
Programme (EIDHR), which launched its activities in support of NGOs 
in Armenia in 2003. The main objective of the programme is to promote 
human rights and to support Armenia in the areas of democratisation, con-
f lict prevention and conf lict resolution. In 2003, this instrument funded 11 
projects, for example. Projects covered areas such as the fight against cor-
ruption, peace-building between Armenia and Azerbaijan, human rights 
protection, etc. Gültekin-Punsmann & Avery, 2008, p. 20). The number 
of projects funded under the EIDHR increased to 15 in 2010, and to 12 
in 2012 (European Commission, 2015). Some of the projects are long-
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term, such as establishing a one-year MA programme in human rights and 
democratisation at the Centre of the European Studies of Yerevan State 
University for students from Armenia, Belarus, Ukraine and Moldova.

The EIDHR, however, did not prioritise civil society organizations in 
processes of democratisation at the beginning of funding in the Eastern 
Neighbourhood of the EU. Very often, funds were granted to professional 
and large organizations such as the Council of Europe or UN Agencies. 
Thus, the smaller organizations were not able to benefit from this instru-
ment. This situation changed in 2005 after new developments in the east 
such as the Rose Revolution in Georgia and the Orange Revolution in 
Ukraine (Shapovalova & Youngs, 2012, pp. 2-3). 

The level of interest of the EU in Armenia has grown considerably since 
the launch of the Eastern Partnership in 2009. Civil society viewed this 
process as an opportunity for transformation based on European demo-
cratic values (Babayan, N. & Shapovalova, N., 2011, p. 2). With the estab-
lishment of the Eastern Partnership, the role of civil society in the Eastern 
Partnership countries has been accorded greater importance by the EU. 

In 2011, Clause 22 of the Joint Declaration of the Eastern Partnership 
Summit in Warsaw confirmed that civil society plays an important role 
in inf luencing the goals of Eastern Partnership Program. The statement 
underlined the fact that the Eastern Partnership Civil Society Forum and 
its National Platforms are essential to promote democratic values. Further-
more, the declaration highlighted the fact that EU support for civil society 
will be implemented through different mechanisms, such as a Civil Soci-
ety Facility and a European Endowment for Democracy (Council of Euro-
pean Union, 2011).

 The role of civil society within the Eastern Partnership was highlighted 
with the establishment of the Civil Society Forum. The first meeting of 
the Civil Society Forum took place on November 16, 2009, in Brussels. 
During the meeting, four groups were formed which were to work in the 
following fields: democracy, human rights, good governance and stabil-
ity, economic integration and convergence with EU policies, the envi-
ronment, climate change and energy security, and contacts between peo-
ple (European Commission. External Relations, 2010). Additionally, the 
organizations that are involved in the National Platform of the Civil Soci-
ety Forum of the Eastern Partnership are generally active in the process of 
Armenia’s European integration and impact its deepening. 

 Following the Arab Spring, the EU tried to create a mechanism of rapid, 
less bureaucratic and effective reaction to the democratic changes happen-
ing in the EU Neighbourhood. With this intention, the European Endow-
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ment for Democracy was created under the Polish presidency of the Euro-
pean Union. The Endowment claims to support ideas that are unfunded. 
The application process is relatively easy, and there is no deadline. So far, 
it has funded 155 initiatives throughout the Neighbourhood (EED, n.d.).

It is not possible to access the number of projects that have been funded 
in Armenia or any other country, in order to ensure that grantees do not 
face personal security concerns back in their countries. However, the web-
site does provide information on nine funded projects in Armenia in the 
areas of women’s’ rights protection, increasing the role of civil society in 
political processes, strengthening freedom of expression, providing legal 
assistance to activists, governing urban green spaces, etc. (EED, n.d.). It 
is not possible to assess the difference that the European Endowment for 
Democracy (EED) makes in Armenia, since the number of projects and the 
amount granted are very limited. At the same, the EED is a new tool, and 
there are as yet no reports that can provide any information about financed 
projects, their overall budget, impact and outcome.

One of the largest EU funding tools to civil society, and youth organ-
izations in Armenia in particular, was the Eastern Partnership Youth in 
Action Window (EPYW), which was launched as part of the Youth in 
Action Programme for the period from 2012-2013. It was set up in order 
to address identified needs of young people in Eastern Partnership coun-
tries by promoting regional cooperation between policy institutions, youth 
organizations, youth workers and young people (EU Neighbourhood Info 
Center, n.d.). Out of the six countries of the Eastern Partnership, Armenia 
and Georgia had the largest number of beneficiaries, with Armenia hav-
ing 151 projects funded and Georgia 186 (Motamed-Afshari, Fras & Web-
bert, 2014). The Eastern Partnership Youth in Action Window became the 
biggest and the most accessible fund for youth organizations in Armenia.

One EU tool to strengthen civil society in Armenia is the “Support to 
Democratic Governance in Armenia” project implemented by the Brit-
ish Council. As mentioned in the previous chapter, the project contrib-
uted to the amendment of the Law on Public Organizations in accordance 
with EU standards. The programme was launched in March 2014 with 
four components. One of these components is strengthening the capacity 
of civil society (British Council, 2015).

According to the British Council, “the project will promote strength-
ening of the capacity of civil society to become more engaged in the legal 
reform and the monitoring of its implementation, to carry out social entre-
preneurship and other financial activities, to be better involved in politi-
cal analysis and active citizenship” (British Council, 2015). The foremost 
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outcome that is expected by the programme in the area of strengthening 
civil society is “strengthened capacity of the CSOs to engage actively in 
policy reforms and monitoring their implementation, to become finan-
cially independent and capable to undertake entrepreneurship activities, 
and to engage the public in the monitoring of reform processes in order to 
increase the government transparency and accountability” (British Coun-
cil, 2015).

 The delegation of the EU in Armenia mainly works with state authori-
ties, political parties, civil society representatives and organizations, as well 
as with the media, educational institutions and international organizations 
(Delegation of the European Union to Armenia, n.d., Political). In order 
to give civil society the possibility to voice their views on different rele-
vant issues on the development of EU-Armenia relations, the delegation 
created web-based consultative page, where the organizations can register 
and submit their views. This aims to ensure better interaction between the 
European Union and civil society in Armenia (Delegation of the European 
Union to Armenia, n.d., Civil). 

The EU delegation to Armenia launched an EU information centre in 
Yerevan as part of the EU-funded project “Support for EU communica-
tion on reforms in Armenia”. The duration of the project was two years, 
from 2012-2014. The principal idea of the EU Centre in Armenia was to 
ensure the quality of the publicity materials of the EU-funded projects and 
assist them in their communication efforts.1 

The EU Centre, with an office in the very heart of Yerevan, also makes 
its premises available to the civil society organizations that are implement-
ing EU-funded projects or initiatives which are anyhow related to Europe 
and European values. The level of interest among civil society organi-
zations in the centre was rather limited, however. Most of the organiza-
tions that benefited from the Centre were EU-funded youth organiza-
tions or start-up initiatives. One of the interesting EU Centre projects was 
the establishment of the EU Alumni Network in 2013, which included 8 
active NGOs operating in Armenia. The aim of the network is to “unite 
the past participants of the European educational programmes in Arme-
nia, […] foster the involvement of young people in the European educa-
tional programmes at different levels in formal education, non-formal and 
informal learning activities providing them with information, support and 
guidance”2. However, since its establishment there has not been any fur-
ther progress with the network, and its efficacy is rather limited. 

Lastly, the European Union has become a serious actor inf luencing the 
development of the civil society in Armenia in different domains. Thanks 
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to various projects aimed at strengthening its capacity to actively engage in 
policymaking, monitoring of governmental policies and becoming finan-
cially independent, civil society performance has improved and in many 
areas it has become a vocal stakeholder. However, there have been also var-
ious side effects of this inf luence.

Challenges and opportunities of EU engagement with civil 
society in Armenia

There is sizeable scepticism and suspicion when it comes to foreign assis-
tance from various donors aiming to strengthen civil societies in third 
countries. Some critics argue that instead of strengthening the NGOs, 
donors weaken them and their role in democratisation processes through 
their financial assistance (Encarnación, 2011). Without supporting any of 
these arguments, it should be mentioned, however, that the lack of under-
standing of the existing environment where donors support civil society, 
and the public attitudes that are generated as a consequence of this sup-
port, harm the overall image of civil society and result in many side effects. 
There are potential risks in promoting civil society in developing coun-
tries (Windfuhr, 1999, p. 1).

Some of the side effects mentioned in the academic literature are con-
cerns that instead of giving a voice to voiceless segments of society and 
empowering the vulnerable groups, civil society organizations are promot-
ing themselves. Furthermore, the external support for NGOs in develop-
ing countries results in their weakening and a risk of overdependence on 
donor organizations (Riddell, 2008, p. 305). 

These concerns are also relevant when it comes to European Union 
assistance for civil society in Armenia. There are several challenges that 
the EU faces in its support for civil society in Armenia. Here, I distinguish 
some of the major ones: 

Proper assessment of the needs of civil society: very frequently, the 
European Union is accused of funding projects that are very far from being 
needed in particular societies. This problem exists both when the EU is 
dealing with civil society inside the EU and in its external relations with 
civil society in third countries. There is a major problem in the EU with 
proper needs assessments in the countries where it funds civil society orga-
nizations. This also applies in the case of Armenia. 

The lack of proper assessment results in detached EU priorities, which 
are not necessarily the same priorities as those of their beneficiaries and the 
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communities they represent. However, taking into account all the finan-
cial constraints these organizations are facing, they reshape their goals and 
create projects that match the requirements of the European Union. These 
projects, for obvious reasons, do not impact massively the communities of 
beneficiaries, but instead impact the civil society organizations which gain 
the financial capacity to further maintain their sustainable existence. 

In order to find out whether the European Union is aware of this issue, 
I conducted some interviews at the European Commission during my visit 
to Brussels. In one of the interviews, the head of the Regional Programmes 
Neighbourhood East team at the Directorate General for Neighbourhood 
and Enlargement Negotiations, Carmen Falkenberg Ambrosio, mentioned 
that the EU is aware that this problem exists. According to her, “there are 
some NGOs that look for money and they change from year to year to fit 
the annual priorities of the European Union. The way the European Union 
responds to that is its priorities that are set up in EU programmes. Those 
priorities are agreed together with the EU member states. Those priorities 
are set up for seven years, and the NGOs already know about them as they 
are available online. The needs assessments of civil societies on the ground 
are made by the EU delegations together with the European Commission. 
They consult civil society in order to come up with priorities. 

There are overall priorities of the EU, but there are also local priori-
ties in terms of local calls done by delegations. The global calls for funding 
are worldwide, but specific ones are available on the websites of EU del-
egations. It is also important to mention that the EU is not a service pro-
vider. So if, for example, there is a local need of improving the situation of 
local schools, the EU will not necessarily provide school building, but it 
would support the NGOs to advocate for the school building. In that sense 
it might be assumed that the EU does not correspond to the local needs, 
because it is not building the school but, at the same time, it supports the 
civil society organizations to become stronger and lobby for this cause or 
any other causes that might arise in the future.3 

Yet this system of needs assessments of the European Commission in 
third countries remains rather unclear. Every EU delegation has its own 
mechanisms of consulting the local CSOs, and in every country there 
are different levels of CSO development and various political and eco-
nomic environments in which these organizations operate. The direct link 
between Brussels and civil society organizations in third countries is still 
weak.

Inclusion of diverse civil society actors: another challenge faced by 
the European Union in its assistance to Armenia and other Eastern Part-
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nership countries is making sure that all the various civil society actors, 
perhaps not equally, benefit from its support. One of the reasons that small, 
non-experienced and new organizations have trouble getting funds from 
the EU is their lack of knowledge of the EU funding system and their diffi-
culties in complying with all the requirements. Additionally, the EU funds 
are often monopolised by the well-experienced organizations that have 
built their capacity thanks to long-term EU funding. On the one hand, 
there are experienced “grant merchants” hunting for all possible funds. 
They are very familiar with the EU jargon and know all the techniques 
needed to sell their ideas to the EU. On the other, there are inexperienced 
organizations whose participation as an active civil society organization 
can bring some changes and added value to the overall situation of civil 
society in Armenia. These organizations, however, do not possess the nec-
essary knowledge regarding EU funds and are not familiar with the rules 
of fundraising and the complicated application and reporting requirements 
of the EU. This leads to further strengthening of already strong civil soci-
ety actors and potentially excludes those who could bring some fresh air 
and innovation to the field.

The high level of bureaucracy and complicated regulations result in 
the exclusion of the smaller NGOs and contribute to the creation of the 
“NGO mafia” which holds a monopoly over the EU funds in Armenia. 
This assumption is confirmed by the numbers given in the EU Financial 
Transparency System. For instance, the International Centre for Human 
Development received 10,000 Euros in 2008, 1,950,000 Euros in 2010 and 
79,320 Euros in 2013. A similar case can be observed with Eurasia Part-
nership Foundation, with 34,727 Euros in 2009 and 63,650 Euros in 2011. 
Aside from the foundation and NGOs, there has been similar tendency 
to fund limited liability companies. In 2010, LLC Deem Communica-
tion was granted 43,680 Euros. In 2011, the figure increased to 50,980, in 
2012 to 79,890 and, finally, to 98,750 Euros in 2013 (European Commis-
sion, 2015). These numbers confirm that the EU has been funding bigger 
and more experienced organizations, enabling them to secure sustainable 
funding. The EU also mainly consults these organizations. These consul-
tations have proven to be largely ineffective so far and are treated as a nec-
essary formality (Lada, 2011, p. 3).

This was not the case with smaller organizations until 2012, when the 
Eastern Partnership Youth Window (EPYW) was launched for 2012-2013. 
During this period, dozens of small organizations applied for EU fund-
ing and were successful in their applications for grants for several proj-
ects. Relatively easy regulations and reporting requirements encouraged 
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many organizations to apply. Of course, this also resulted in the creation of 
number of organizations that functioned only throughout 2012-2013 with 
the sole purpose of obtaining funds under the EPYW (Motamed-Afshari, 
Fras & Webbert, 2014). However, this illustrates the fact that through sim-
plifying the procedures and requirements of funding, the EU can foster the 
participation of less active and less capable organizations and engage them 
in civil society development processes.

 Management of EU funds, measuring impact and ownership: the 
EU not always has the capacity to monitor properly how the funds it has 
granted have been used. This also creates discontent among EU citizens 
who pay taxes to enable the EU to promote democracy in third countries. 
In the case of Armenia, this problem was identified in a briefing paper 
requested by the European Parliament’s Committee on Foreign Affairs 
back in 2008. The paper suggests that “the efficiency of EU sponsored 
projects would increase considerably with better management from the EU 
side” (Gültekin-Punsmann & Avery, 2008, p. 11).

Along with the lack of appropriate management, the EU is considered by 
its beneficiaries in Armenia as a donor and not as a partner. This also explains 
a lack of ownership by some organizations with regard to their projects. At 
the same time, the EU considers the NGOs to be beneficiaries of its assis-
tance and not institutional partners. In the projects where the local NGOs 
are coupled with European NGOs, the lack of local ownership is also an 
issue, because the knowledge of local needs does not make the local NGOs 
the leaders of those joint projects. This situation can be changed with fur-
ther capacity-building projects for NGO representatives (Lada, 2011, p. 3).

It is very difficult to measure the impact that civil society organizations 
funded by the EU have, or the impact that the EU has on civil society 
organizations. There is also no single database, portal or directory where 
one can find concise information about the projects funded by the EU, 
their outcomes, successes and failures, budgets and target groups. Such a 
portal could help civil society organizations to update the progress they 
have made after the project is completed, and to provide information as 
to whether they managed to secure the sustainability of their project, or 
whether it was a one-off initiative. 

Engaging civil society in peacebuilding and conf lict prevention 
activities: when it comes to the EU role in engaging civil society in peace-
building and conf lict prevention activities, the EU is almost absent from 
Armenia and the South Caucasus, despite the fact that this is one of the 
most troubled regions with diverse and complex conf licts. The European 
Union is reluctant to support Armenian and Azerbaijani civil socie ties in 
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starting peace-building projects and encouraging tolerance and reconcili-
ation through civil society organizations. 

Furthermore, the EU has the tools that could be employed to support 
conf lict prevention in the region. One of the tools that has not been used 
in the case of the Nagorno-Karabakh conf lict is the EU Instrument for 
Stability, which was created in 2007 by the European Commission to work 
in the area of conf lict prevention, crisis management and peacebuilding 
(EEAS, n.d., Instrument). The Peace-building Partnership could be used 
in particular, which is a part of the Instrument for Stability, and which was 
created to strengthen civilian expertise for peacebuilding activities (EEAS, 
n.d., Instrument). In 2012, the Instrument for Stability received approval 
from the EU member states to promote a peaceful settlement of the con-
f lict in Nagorno-Karabakh (European Commission, 2013, p. 9). However, 
this support either has not been provided or has not reached civil society 
organizations in Armenia and Azerbaijan.

One of the reasons that the EU does not engage with this particular 
conf lict might be the fear of the reaction of the Armenian and Azerbaijani 
governments, with whom EU is holding high-level dialogues in different 
domains. One of the other reasons might be the crackdown on civil soci-
ety in Azerbaijan, where civil society organizations cannot engage in the 
peacebuilding projects, since this is considered state treason. By contrast, 
in Armenia, NGOs find it easier to engage in “conf lict-related activities 
with a bilateral character” (Simão, 2010, p. 22).

The only visible EU programme which engages civil society actors in 
the settlement of the Nagorno-Karabakh conf lict is the European Partner-
ship for the Peaceful Settlement of the Conf lict over Nagorno-Karabakh 
(EPNK), which promotes a dialogue between policymakers, the media and 
civil society representatives from Armenia and Azerbaijan. It is funded by 
the Instrument for Stability and represents a consortium of five European 
NGOs and local partners which work together to have a positive impact 
on the Nagorno-Karabakh conf lict settlement process (European Com-
mission. Press Release Database, 2015).

The European Union seems to be more successful as a conf lict manager 
when it comes to engaging civil society in the Armenia-Turkey normali-
sation process. As part of the Instrument for Stability, which was not very 
well deployed in the previous case, the EU is funding the “Support for the 
Armenia-Turkey Normalisation Process” programme with an overall bud-
get of 2 million Euros. The programme is being implemented by a con-
sortium of eight civil society organizations from Armenia and Turkey, and 
aims to promote civil society efforts towards the normalisation of relations 
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between the two countries (Support to the Armenia-Turkey Normalisa-
tion Process, 2014). The consortium only manages the funds, and is not 
implementing the projects itself. It creates grant schemes and invites indi-
viduals and civil society organizations from Armenia and Turkey to submit 
their own project ideas, with grants ranging from 5,000 to 30,000 Euros. 
Within this programme, dozens of projects, researches, fellowships, mov-
ies, art projects, travel grants and study visits have been funded, increasing 
the level of participation of Armenian civil society in the Armenia-Turkey 
normalisation process.

The impact of the Eastern Partnership (EaP) Civil Society Forum 
National Platforms: as mentioned above, in order to achieve the goals of 
the Eastern Partnership, National Platforms of the Civil Society Forum 
have been created in all the Eastern Partnership countries. However, the 
engagement of National Platforms with national governments remains 
rather limited (Lada, 2011, p. 3). One of the problems with National Plat-
forms is the fact that the same civil society organizations are represented 
in them, and they become a type of closed circle. Even though on paper, 
recruitment into the National Platform in Armenia is easy and should be 
accessible to all the organizations which fulfil certain criteria, there are still 
some difficulties. Another issue is that the platform is not very attractive, 
and its mission and goals are not well promoted among local civil society 
organizations.

Further recommendations and comments

The EU should work more closely and directly with civil society organ-
izations, grassroots associations and social movements, since supporting 
civil society through cooperation with local authorities and the govern-
ments has proven to be inefficient and high-cost. State interference in the 
management of EU funds can result in unfair fund distribution to finance 
NGOs that are governmentally created or oriented. Support should be 
channelled directly to CSOs, without any intermediary actors. As well 
as increasing efficiency, this would also raise the level of ownership of 
the civil society organizations with regard to their projects, and would 
strengthen their capacity to engage actively in the policymaking processes. 
The EU should also increase the opportunities for NGOs based in the EaP 
to apply directly for funding. In cases where projects are applied for by the 
EU partner organizations of EaP-based NGOs, there is a lack of owner-
ship. 
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The EU should conduct a proper needs assessment in the countries of the 
EaP. The assessments conducted by the EU delegations and the European 
Commission are not sufficient in order to fully understand the situation on 
the ground. Local experts and civil society organizations should be con-
sulted and included in this assessment, ensuring that local knowledge and 
expertise is taken into consideration. In order to obtain an accurate picture 
of the reality in different EaP countries, the EU could establish a network 
of experts in the EaP which would be responsible for needs assessments in 
cooperation with the European experts. The network could include rep-
resentatives of the six EaP countries and experts from EU countries from 
Eastern and Central Europe. There are many similarities between the EaP 
countries, and in most cases civil societies face similar challenges. What’s 
more, experts based in the region are better able to understand and evalu-
ate the situation. This could have a considerable impact on the efficiency 
of EU assistance, and would support the EU in being able to meet the real 
needs of civil societies by shaping funding priorities based on those needs, 
and not vice-versa. 

The EU should encourage entrepreneurship of civil society organiza-
tions in the EaP in order to make sure that they do not become finan-
cially over-dependent on the EU. This can be done by pressuring the 
local authorities to amend the laws which prohibit NGOs from provid-
ing paid services and generating income. This could be a major solution 
for NGOs, which would enable them to secure long-term financial sus-
tainability, rather than hunting for every possible EU grant. The financial 
independence of civil society both from the state and from foreign donors 
would create the opportunity of self-funding their own projects and car-
rying out truly independent activities.

In order to increase the sustainability of the EU-funded projects in the 
EaP, the European Commission could create an open and accessible online 
database or portal, where all the beneficiaries of the EU in the EaP would 
be obliged to publish information about their projects, indicating the main 
goals, the main activities and the overall budget of the projects, and pro-
viding information as to whether the goals of the project were achieved, 
anticipated impact and the real impact after the implementation of the 
project. This platform could also suggest to beneficiaries that they add 
information about the sustainability of the project and how it was followed 
up after the funding from the EU has come to an end. Aside from provid-
ing tools for ensuring accountability and transparency of the EU-funded 
projects, this could also contribute to measuring improved impact of those 
projects and would encourage sharing of best practices across the EaP. The 



266

Grigor Yeritsyan

other donors and enterprises could be also encouraged to register in the 
portal, learn about the projects and further support the sustainability of 
those projects after the EU funds have expired. The creation of a compre-
hensive framework for recording the results of the EU-funded projects in 
the EaP countries would increase their outreach. 

The EU should ensure that the procedures for application and funding 
become more applicant-friendly, and accessible not only to experienced 
“grant hunters” but also to less experienced civil society organ izations 
based in the region. Time-consuming, complicated and highly technical 
guidelines, coupled with complex requirements and bureaucratic reporting 
procedures, do not allow small and newly-established organizations to ben-
efit from EU funds and to bring their perspective and innovation to bear. 
These changes and simplifications would create equal  opportunities for 
all the civil society actors and would avoid the situation where organiza-
tions with greater experience and perfect knowledge of EU funding rules 
and technicalities monopolise the sphere. To partly resolve this situation, 
the EU could encourage its agencies to provide training to newcomers in 
European programmes on the management of EU funds, project manage-
ment, fundraising, monitoring and evaluation tools, reporting, etc.

Merely increasing the budget for civil society organizations in the EaP 
is not a long-term solution to the issues they face. The increased budget 
should be accompanied by increased responsibility on the part of the EU 
for monitoring the spending of the budget and ensuring that the funded 
projects follow the objectives they have envisaged during the applica-
tion process. It is also important to check the nature of the beneficia-
ries of the EU grants. These are potentially NGOs that are created by the 
government and are being used to bring more money for those projects 
that should have been implemented by the government itself. Funding of 
GONGOs can be a very negative development and will further contrib-
ute to the low level of trust towards NGOs and the EU in Armenia. To 
manage this, a list or a database of EU beneficiary organizations could be 
created that would contain the data of the organizations with their goals 
and missions. Furthermore, the final financial reports of the received EU 
funding could be made available, which would increase the accountabil-
ity of those organizations. 

The EU must be less reluctant to support civil society organizations 
in engaging in conf lict resolution and peacebuilding processes. The EU 
already has all the necessary tools that can be employed to support con-
f lict prevention in the region. The EU could employ the Instrument for 
Stability along with its Peace-building Partnership component in order 
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to strengthen civilian expertise for peacebuilding activities in the EaP. 
The active involvement of the EU in funding peacebuilding activities and 
encouraging civil society organizations in Armenia, Azerbaijan, Moldova, 
Georgia and Ukraine to undertake a larger role in area could be seen in 
the respective societies as a sign that the EU supports peace and stability 
in the region. Additionally, the EU could assist civil society building in 
conf lict areas such as Nagorno-Karabakh, South Ossetia, Abkhazia and 
Transnistria.

One of the main goals of the EU should be further support for improv-
ing the NGO legislation in the EaP countries. As long as the legal environ-
ment in these countries is not favourable, EU assistance to civil society will 
remain ineffective. In some countries such as Armenia, Georgia and Mol-
dova there has been major progress in this area. The laws are more NGO-
friendly and do not create artificial legal barriers for operating. However, 
this is not the case in Azerbaijan and Belarus, for example, where the laws 
limit the opportunity for civil society organizations to operate freely and 
register smoothly. The registration requirements remain time-consuming 
and complicated. This is combined with governmental pressure, a crack-
down on civil society organizations and massive repressions. In the case of 
Azerbaijan, the EU is still reluctant to critically observe the situation and 
to respond to it through its diplomatic and political channels. This energy 
interest-driven politics of the EU contradicts the claims that it is a norma-
tive power. The EU can boost its assistance to civil society actors oper-
ating in a difficult and dangerous environment by reinforcing its support 
through the European Endowment for Democracy and the EIDHR. 

 The EU should further prioritise those civil society organizations that 
are not functioning in the capital cities of the EaP. A greater involvement 
of civil society organizations in rural areas and small communities would 
have a bigger and more sustainable impact. Some researchers suggest that 
NGOs enjoy high-level support in rural communities and small commu-
nities, where their work is more visible. This should be taken into consid-
eration, and large organizations should be encouraged to open branches or 
offices in the regions. Small organizations should be encouraged to move 
their projects from urban to rural areas. This would develop rural infra-
structure and help local communities. 

Together with improving its assistance mechanisms to the civil society 
organizations in the EaP, the EU should also pay greater attention to the 
visibility of this assistance. There could be additional funds allocated for 
promoting EU-funded projects, the publication of materials, the organi-
zation of promotional campaigns off line and online, and the creation of 
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visibility materials, videos, movies, etc. Furthermore, these promotional 
materials should be published in local languages to ensure that they are 
accessible for all those who speak neither English nor Russian. This would 
raise the visibility of the EU and would encourage NGOs to improve their 
public communication strategies. These reforms would make the EU more 
present in the EaP and would create a positive image of the NGOs that are 
supported by the EU. 

The European Commission should consider reopening the Eastern 
Partnership Youth Window for the period from 2016-2020, so that youth 
organizations can directly benefit from funds in the fields of education and 
training. The closure of the window resulted in a situation where already 
empowered organizations could no longer operate. Relaunching the win-
dow would secure the long-term sustainability of the civil society organi-
zations and would maintain cooperation between EaP-based organizations 
and EU-based organizations to promote a further exchange of practices, 
knowledge and experience.

English language text provided by the author.

Grigor Yeritsyan is the founder and Vice President of the NGO Armenian Pro-
gressive Youth. 
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