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Smart Talk 21
Grzegorz Ekiert

Two Decades of Transformations in Central and Eastern Europe:

On January 9, 2012, the East Asia Institute
invited Professor Grzegorz Ekiert, Harvard
University, to discuss on the impact of the
communist legacy in Central and Eastern Eu-
rope with the title of “Two Decades of Trans-
formations in Central and Eastern Europe:
Does the Communist Legacy Matter?”

The following are some of the main
points of his presentation and the subsequent
discussion with South Korean experts and

scholars.

Summary of the Seminar

The collapse of the Berlin Wall and the disso-
lution of the Soviet Union brought about the
end of communism in Central and Eastern
Europe and ushered in a new era of democra-
tization and liberalization. At the time, the
prediction among some scholars was that the
fate of these countries would be shaped by
their communist legacy and would therefore
resemble developments in Latin America or
Africa. Twenty years later though, the out-
come has not only been different from these
predictions at the time but has also shown
variation among the countries.

Professor Ekiert began his presentation
with the puzzle of why the countries of Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe manifested different
outcomes despite their common experience of
communism and Soviet domination. In this
case, why does the communist legacy not mat-
ter in determining the paths that these coun-

tries have taken? Today two characteristics
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define post-Communist Eastern Europe; di-
versity and a lack of convergence. Across all
indicators, from political freedoms to eco-
nomic performance, there is a distinct differ-
ence among these countries with some such as
Poland achieving similar standards to Western
Europe while other countries endure weak
rule of law and negative economic gains.

This diversity of outcomes also defies
some of the standard predictions about the
communist legacies in each country. For ex-
ample, it was argued that being part of the
Soviet Union would influence outcomes, yet
the Baltic countries have shown that it has
little effect. The same goes for countries that
pursued an independent path from the Soviet
Union such as Romania and Yugoslavia who
also each displayed different outcomes.

Rather than focusing on the communist
legacy, answers can be found by going back to
the past. Looking at the voting behavior in
Poland in recent elections, there is an interest-
ing pattern that relates to pre-communist leg-
acies. The geographical divide between con-
servative and liberal voters in Poland relates
closely to the divide between the German and
Russian Empire 100 years ago. This curious
legacy induces a need to take in a broader pic-
ture of how the past continues to live today.

Building on from this, Professor Ekiert
put forward the explanation of Fernand Brau-
del’s work on longue duree, to explain the way
in which “mentalities” carry across time.
However, rather than just simply applying

longue duree to answer this puzzle, Professor



Ekiert tried to apply a more different under-
standing of longue duree to explain the diver-
gent outcomes in the post-Communist coun-
tries of Eastern Europe. Specifically, he points
to the legacy of the nineteenth century when
countries in Eastern Europe were forming and
even pursuing early stages of democracy.
These historical processes can be seen to have
an impact on post-Communist developments.
By taking on this approach, it is important to
conceptualize the unit of analysis not as the
nation-state but rather of trans-national
groups or even “civilizations.”

The discussion mainly focused on differ-
ent perspectives of the communist legacy in
Eastern Europe. As Professor Ekiert empha-
sized a more long-term perspective, the dis-
cussants were interested to know how to com-
pare that with the “transitology” perspective
espoused by other scholars that tends to dis-
miss such historical legacies. Professor Ekiert
believed that the “transitology” perspective
tends to assess the cause and effect of changes
too closely. The “transitology” perspective also
does not consider the institutional choices by
societies either, therefore placing too much
emphasis on the role of elites.

Instead of only considering the role of
elites, Professor Ekiert also believed that it is
important to consider why societies in Eastern
Europe selected the leaders they did. For ex-
ample, it is noticeable that countries that ex-
hibited weak civil societies before the com-
munist legacy tended to go for presidential
systems, while those with strong civil societies
tended to choose parliamentary systems. Fur-
thermore, the different historical experiences
can also explain the varied communist sys-

tems in each country. m
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