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1

Introduction

SABRINA P. RAMET

In January 1989, the countries discussed in this book were all ruled by com-
munist parties. There was considerable variation in the systems operating in
these countries, with extensive private agriculture permitted in Poland and
Yugoslavia, for example, and collectivized agriculture elsewhere in the socialist
bloc. But there were some common features, too, among them the principle that
the communist party should rule, censorship of the press, party and state
supervision of religious organizations, and close supervision of any ad hoc
associations which, typically, were required to register with the police. The
Baltic republics – Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania – as well as Moldova had been
annexed by the Soviet Union during the Second World War; the German
Democratic Republic (GDR), Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Romania,
and Bulgaria were, as of 1989, all members of the Warsaw Treaty
Organization (WTO), a Soviet-led military alliance known colloquially as the
Warsaw Pact. Those same countries were also members of an economic
organization known as the Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (or
COMECON). Albania was active in both the Warsaw Pact and COMECON
until 1961, when relations between that country and the Soviet Union cooled.
Yugoslavia broke with the Soviet Union in 1948 and maintained an independ-
ent course thereafter. In 1955, the country became one of the founding mem-
bers of the Nonaligned Movement.

Two decades since the Great Transformation of 1989, neither the Warsaw
Pact nor COMECON exists. The Soviet Union has broken up into fifteen
successor states, of which Russia and Kazakhstan are the largest. Yugoslavia
has broken up into seven successor states. The breakup of Czechoslovakia gave
birth to the Czech Republic and Slovakia. And the GDR united with the Federal
Republic of Germany in 1990, ending forty-one years of separate existence.

Today, most of the states of the region have joined both the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization (NATO), thus entering into alliance with the United
States, Britain, France, Germany, and other West European states, and the
European Union (EU), a political and economic community which, at this
writing, unites twenty-seven European states in a single market with common
standards for legislation and a common trade policy. As of April 2008, the Baltic
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states (Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania), Poland, the Czech Republic, Slovakia,
Hungary, Slovenia, Romania, and Bulgaria all joined both NATO and the EU.
Croatia and Albania signed accession protocols with NATO in July 2008 and
joined that alliance in April 2009. In addition, Croatia is engaged in accession
negotations to enter the EU. Macedonia remains interested in joining NATO
and there is a general interest within NATO councils in admitting that country;
its accession has been held up, however, by Greece’s insistence that it holds a
copyright to the name “Macedonia” and that that candidate country must
change its name if it wishes to join the military alliance. In December 2006,
Serbia, Montenegro, and Bosnia-Herzegovina joined NATO’s Partnership for
Peace, which is generally regarded as a first step on the road to eventual
membership in the alliance, and, in April 2008, NATO invited the three states
to upgrade their level of cooperation to “intensified dialogue.” Also in April
2008, former Soviet republics Ukraine and Georgia were invited to begin
negotiations to join NATO, although this provoked a fierce reaction on the
part of Russia.

Where candidates for EU membership are concerned, Macedonia is already
considered a candidate country, with Bosnia-Herzegovina, Kosovo, Montenegro,
and Serbia considered potential candidates; in June 2008, Bosnia-Herzegovina
signed a Stabilization and Association Agreement (SAA) with the EU as a first
step toward eventual membership. An EU civilian police and justice mission is
stationed in Kosovo, which is also the recipient of EU economic assistance.

This tidal change in membership in regional organizations already points to
the dramatic change which has taken place in the region since 1989. This
change was driven in the first place by discontent with the socialist system
and its various constraints (on foreign travel, on internal movement, on
associations, on free speech, on the press, on religion, etc.) and by dissident
elites who, in many cases, rose to high office after the collapse of communism
(the examples of Lech Wałęsa, who became president of Poland, and Václav
Havel, who became president first of Czechoslovakia and later of the Czech
Republic serve to make the point). But from an early point, local politicians
looked to foreign models, studying the constitutions and laws of West
European and other countries in drafting new constitutions and laws for their
own lands, and inviting foreign organizations, such as the Central and East
European Legal Initiative (CEELI) of the American Bar Association, to send
delegations to share their expertize. With EU and NATO accession, moreover,
have come standards to which candidate countries have had to adapt, and
this has served to bring these states into a common framework with West
European states.

There continue to be problems in the region, especially in the southeast,
where Kosovo and Moldova are Europe’s two poorest countries, and where, in
Serbia, at the time of writing, the authorities had still failed to arrest the last two
war crimes indictees wanted by the International Criminal Tribunal for the
former Yugoslavia (ICTY). Corruption is also a problem in many countries of

4 Sabrina P. Ramet

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-71616-1 - Central and Southeast European Politics since 1989
Edited by Sabrina P. Ramet
Excerpt
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521716161
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


the region, in spite of steady pressure from the international community.
According to Transparency International, Slovenia and Estonia – ranked 27th
and 28th, respectively, in the organization’s 2007 Corruption Perception Index
(CPI) – are doing quite well in assuring rule of law and clean government.
Hungary, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Latvia, and Lithuania follow at a
distance, but none of the other countries discussed in this book ranked above
61st place, out of 179 countries – or, to put it another way, the remaining post-
communist European countries all rank belowWest European countries, with-
out exception.

This book is intended to serve as an introduction to post-socialist Europe and
is divided into seven sections. In chapter 2, the final chapter in part 1, F. Peter
Wagner and I explore alternative patterns of post-socialist political develop-
ment and models of privatization and institution-building, taking into consid-
eration historical legacies and historical memory, and focusing also on the role
of corruption, crime, and black market activity in the region, and the struggle
against these activities.

Part 2 is devoted to some key issues affecting the region, and opens with a
historical retrospective written by Renéo Lukic (chapter 3), by way of tracing
the rise of the various states of the region. Elisabeth Bakke in chapter 4 looks at
party systems since 1989, examining differences in party membership, electoral
systems, and political fragmentation. She contrasts the stability of systems in
Central Europe and the Baltics with the changes which were made to several
states in southeastern Europe since the mid-1990s. In chapter 5, Karl Kaser
examines the challenges which the societies of this region have faced in the
economic sector, and notes that the working population accepted the hardships
associated with social and economic transformation without significant protest.
But, as he also notes, persons who have been economically marginalized in the
course of privatization and demonopolization have resorted to such survival
strategies as street trading, illegal labor, and petty tax evasion. This section
comes to a close with Marko Attila Hoare’s chapter 6 on the War of Yugoslav
Succession (1991–5). Hoare offers a brief historical overview by way of setting
the stage for the war itself, which, as he notes, evolved into a three-sided
conflict, pitting Serbs, Croats, and Bosniaks against each other. As Hoare
notes, most of the atrocities were committed by Serbian forces.

Part 3 looks at Central Europe or, as it used to be called, “the northern tier.”
This includes Poland (chapter 7), the Czech Republic (chapter 8), Slovakia
(chapter 9), and Hungary (chapter 10). This region has seen the smoothest
transition, although there were struggles between president and prime minister
for political primacy in all of these states in the first decade after the fall of
communism. There have also been controversies about privatization (in all four
states), abortion (again, in all four), press freedom (particularly in Poland
during Wałęsa’s term of office), and gay/lesbian rights – with the Czech
Republic and Hungary establishing rights of domestic partnerships for same-
sex couples by early 2008. Except for the “velvet divorce” in which the Czech

5 Introduction

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-71616-1 - Central and Southeast European Politics since 1989
Edited by Sabrina P. Ramet
Excerpt
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521716161
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Republic and Slovakia separated peacefully, the borders in the northern tier
have been stable.

Part 4 looks at the Yugoslav successor states, with separate chapters devoted
to Slovenia, Croatia, Serbia and Montenegro, Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Macedonia, and Kosovo (chapters 11–16). As already mentioned, none of
these states existed as independent entities prior to 1991 and there continue
to be border disputes among them. The noisiest border disputes involve
Kosovo, the independence of which is still being resisted by the Republic of
Serbia, and the Republika Srpska, as the (eastern) Serbian half of Bosnia-
Herzegovina is called. Many Serbs living in Republika Srpska want to be able
to attach their half of Bosnia-Herzegovina to Serbia, while Croats and Bosniaks
who dominate the (western) “federation” half of Bosnia-Herzegovina are
opposed to a Serbian secession. There is also a still unresolved border dispute
between Slovenia and Croatia, especially concerning fishing rights, but this
dispute is in arbitration.

The Yugoslav successor states have faced a more difficult transition than
societies in the northern tier, because of the effects of war and the UN economic
embargo, which contributed to the rise of local mafias and the diversion of such
commodities as oil and tobacco into illegal channels. Many people lost their
homes to expropriation or saw their homes destroyed, and the process of
providing some corrections or compensation for their loss has been a long
and complicated process. There have also been controversies about privatiza-
tion and ethnic minority rights (especially in Croatia, pre-1999 Serbia, and
Macedonia).

Part 5 looks at the other states in Southeastern Europe, specifically Romania,
Bulgaria, and Albania. The post-communist transition in these states was
distinct from the transitions in the northern tier or in the Yugoslav successor
states. Unlike the northern tier, where post-communist elites were in place
already by the end of 1989, the transition to pluralist systems was more gradual
in Romania, Bulgaria, and Albania (chapters 17–19). In Romania, for example,
Ion Iliescu took power at the end of 1989 by stepping into the breach; his
government, which included many holdovers from the socialist era, won the
elections in May 1990 and remained in power until 1996, at which point
Romanians elected a government headed by the Democratic Convention
(CDR). In Bulgaria, free elections held in June 1990 returned the Bulgarian
Socialist Party (BSP) to power and, after losing the next elections, the socialists
returned to power in 1995. The BSP remained relatively unreformed until 1995.
In Albania, communist leader Ramiz Alia was elected president of Albania in
April 1991 and remained in office until April 1992. What this means is that, in
these three countries, the initial phase of the post-communist transition was
managed by the communists themselves. Moreover, although not afflicted by
war, as in the case of the post-Yugoslav region, both Romania and Albania saw
some episodic violence – Romania in January, February, and June 1990 and
again in September 1991 when, encouraged by Iliescu and his National
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Salvation Front, hundreds of miners descended on Bucharest where they
ransacked the headquarters of opposition parties and assaulted opposition
leaders; and Albania in 1997, when Albanians who had lost money in pyramid
schemes set fire to government buildings giving rise to a full-scale rebellion in
which insurgents raided weapons depots and ran off with almost a million
Kalashnikov assault rifles plus millions of rounds of ammunition, and even a
number of tanks, artillery pieces, and surface-to-air missiles. Some of the arms
which disappeared in Albania in 1997 later showed up in the arsenal of the
Kosova Liberation Army in neighboring Kosovo.

Part 6 is devoted to the former Soviet republics of Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, and
Moldova (chapters 20 and 21). The former three had enjoyed independence from
1918 to 1940 and regained their independence between March 1990 and August
1991. Moldova had been part of Romania from 1918 until 1940 when it was
occupied by Soviet forces and subsequently incorporated into the Soviet Union.
Moldova declared its independence in August 1991, the same month in which
Estonia and Latvia did so. Although these states have confrontedmany of the same
challenges which other post-communist states have confronted, they have also had
some specific challenges related to the period of time that they were parts of the
Soviet Union, as well as to the presence of Russian minorities, especially in Latvia
and in the Transdniestria region in eastern Moldova. Although Transdniestria is
formally part of Moldova, it has been de facto independent since 1992; a 1,200-
strong Russian military contingent stationed in Transdniestria serves to guarantee
the region’s continued independence of Moldova.

Finally, part 7 looks at present and future challenges. Here, Rick Fawn in
chapter 22 examines the network of regional organizations such as the Central
European Initiative, the Visegrád group, and, of course, the EU and NATO.
And, in the conclusion to this volume, Aurel Braun in chapter 24 looks at some
patterns in post-communist development and sums up lessons for the future.

In general, the chapters in this book – and especially those chapters devoted
to individual countries – focus on the following themes:

* System rebuilding (institutional transformation and constitutional/legislative
transition);

* Politics and governance (including the formation of the party system, the
development of rival opinion groupings, and controversies about lustration);

* The role of the media (including its demonopolization);
* Economic issues (including privatization);
* Criminality and corruption; and
* Coming to terms with the communist (and perhaps also pre-communist)

past and controversies about the past.

In addition, some of the country chapters also take note of:

* Controversies about religion (including religious instruction in schools,
abortion, and the return of confiscated property);
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* Migratory movements since 1989; and
* Nationalism and interethnic relations.

The transition from communism has involved an array of simultaneous
challenges; in the course of addressing these, the region’s post-communist
authorities have not only transformed the legal, political, economic, cultural,
and social frameworks, but also eliminated some social roles, such as dissident
(in the communist-era sense), writer as social witness, and rock musician as
political bard, while creating new opportunities and new social trajectories.1

Notes

1. See Sabrina P. Ramet, Social Currents in Eastern Europe: The Sources and
Consequences of the Great Transformation, 2nd edn. (Durham, NC: Duke University
Press, 1995); Peter Gross, Entangled Evolutions: Media and Democratization in
Eastern Europe (Baltimore, Md. and Washington DC: Johns Hopkins University
Press and Woodrow Wilson Center Press, 2002); Andrew Wachtel, “Writers and
Society in Eastern Europe, 1989–2000: The End of the Golden Age,” East European
Politics and Societies, Vol. 17, No. 4 (Fall 2003), pp. 583–621; Media Ownership and
Its Impact on Media Independence and Pluralism (Ljubljana: The Peace Institute and
the Institute for Contemporary Social and Political Studies, 2004); Frank
Schimmelfennig and Ulrich Sedelmeier (eds.), The Europeanization of Central and
Eastern Europe (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2005); Andrew Wachtel,
Remaining Relevant after Communism: The Role of the Writer in Eastern Europe (Ill.
and London: University of Chicago Press, 2006); and Sabrina P. Ramet, The Liberal
Project and the Transformation of Democracy: The Case of East-Central Europe
(College Station, Tex.: Texas A&M University Press, 2007).
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2

Post-socialist models of rule in Central
and Southeastern Europe

SABRINA P. RAMET AND F. PETER WAGNER*

Throughout the Russian and East European area, the collapse of the communist
organizational monopoly and system of rule in the course of 1989–91 raised
huge expectations which could not always be fulfilled. There were dreams of
overnight prosperity, if not of wealth, of national reawakening, of religious
freedom, of the chance to travel. There was also a general and speedy repudi-
ation of the communist past which affected almost all of the countries of the
region in one way or the other – all, indeed, except Romania, Serbia, and
Montenegro, and even here, the communists survived in power only by rede-
signing themselves as reformers (as per Ion Iliescu of Romania) or as nation-
alists (in the cases of Slobodan Milošević and Momir Bulatović of Serbia and
Montenegro, respectively). It was a sign of the times that many of those elected
as presidents had served time in jail or detention – among them, Lech Wałęsa
(Poland), Václav Havel (Czechoslovakia), Franjo Tudjman (Croatia), Alija
Izetbegović (Bosnia-Herzegovina), and Zheliu Zhelev (Bulgaria) – and that
the biggest controversy in those societies that did not go to war usually centered
on the question of which privatization scheme to adopt. But by the mid-1990s,
there was growing disenchantment with the new elites who were seen variously
as too naïve or too nationalistic or too inexperienced or as simply not effective.
Besides, the economies of the post-socialist societies contracted for several years
after the collapse of communism, as these states tried to reorient their trade
westward, upgrade their technology and production to compete in western
markets, and give their currencies a solid foundation (Serbia being an exception
to all of these points). By the mid-1990s, former communists in several coun-
tries – including Poland, Hungary, Lithuania, and Albania – were gaining new
respectability, while in Croatia, Macedonia, Romania, and Moldova former
communists had regained power at the end of the 1990s, or at the beginning of
the twenty-first century, after local publics lost confidence in conservative
parties. (The violence which accompanied the Soviet breakup was, however,
neither as pervasive nor as costly, in terms of human life, as that which
accompanied the Yugoslav breakup.)

As these societies left communism behind, they were confronted with a
number of challenges, among them: revival and privatization of the economy,
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establishment of a constitutional order to include the rule of law and guarantees
for multiparty pluralism, the demonopolization of the media, and the legitima-
tion of the new order. In addition, the post-communist states of the region
committed themselves, albeit with varying degrees of seriousness, to the effort
to join such organizations as the Council of Europe, the European Community
(EC, later, the EU), and NATO.

Yugoslavia, Romania, and Bulgaria, like the Soviet Union, also faced chal-
lenges arising from rising ethnic tensions. The Bulgarian communists had
unnecessarily stirred up trouble with the indigenous Turks in the 1980s by
expelling large numbers of Turks from the country, but the country’s post-
communist elites, while banning the formation of political parties based on
ethnic affiliation, judiciously turned a blind eye to the ethnic aspects of the
Movement for Rights and Freedoms – a nominally non-ethnic party which in
fact serves as the forum for the country’s remaining ethnic Turks. In Romania,
after some disquieting signs of trouble in Transylvania, elites were able to keep
the lid on tensions – in spite of the trouble-making of Gheorghe Funar (head of
the Romanian National Unity Party and mayor of Cluj-Napoca) and Corneliu
Vadim Tudor (head of the Greater Romania Party and member of the Senate).

By contrast, Yugoslavia (like the Soviet Union) broke up along ethnic–
federative lines – as did also Czechoslovakia, although in the latter case, the
dynamics of breakup had more to do with programmatic differences between
Václav Klaus, then prime minister of the Czech Republic, and Vladimír Mečiar,
then prime minister of the Slovak Republic, who were unable to reach agree-
ment on either a formula for continued union or economic strategy. But while
the breakup of Czechoslovakia was accomplished peacefully, coming down in
history as the “Velvet Divorce,” the breakup of Yugoslavia was violent and
bloody.

In building up a new constitutional order, some of the post-communist elites
called for “lustration” (purification or cleansing), which has been commonly
understood as “the mass disqualification of those associated with the abuses
under the prior regime,”1 which is to say a policy of banning those communists
who were considered responsible for abuses from holding office in the new state
for a fixed period of time. Lustration was the second big controversy, alongside
privatization, to shake the area – among other things because it was in part
intended to root out informers who had worked with the secret police, and
because of rumors that some of these informers were now holding influential
positions in non-communist parties. Lustration was also intended in several
countries to force ex-communist politicians out of office. The challenge here
was to find the right balance between establishing a sense of accountability on
the part of those most responsible for past transgressions and harmful vindic-
tiveness which could prove dysfunctional for society. Even in 2007, nearly
twenty years after the collapse of the communist power monopoly, parliaments
in the region were still debating initiatives on lustration. In Macedonia, in
January 2007, the relevant parliamentary commission unanimously approved
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a draft bill for lustration, while in Poland, the parliament approved a bill, the
same month, to require elected officials, top civil servants, judges, and journal-
ists to obtain a certificate indicating whether they had collaborated with the
communist secret police.2 In Romania, as a lustration bill came up for review by
the parliament, there were reports that the careers of many politicians were
hanging in the balance.3

In Poland especially, but also in other Catholic countries (such as Slovenia),
abortion assumed the proportions of nationwide controversy, chiefly because of
the energetic efforts by the Catholic Church to have abortion banned. Where
abortion was concerned, there were four principal positions: a hardline con-
servative position (no abortion, regardless of the circumstances), a qualified
conservative position (no abortion, except when the mother’s life is in danger,
or in the cases of rape or incest), an extreme liberal position (abortion on
demand), and a qualified liberal position (abortion not only in the cases of
endangerment, rape, and incest, but also in the event that the embryo is found
to be deformed, in the event that continuing the pregnancy could damage the
health of the woman, or in cases of financial difficulties). The Catholic Church’s
preference was for a complete ban on abortion, without any exceptions, but the
Church had to be content with a more qualified success in Poland, while its
efforts elsewhere in the region were effectively blocked.

Corruption also proved to be controversial, especially when it turned out that
the political elites and their families and cronies were coming into possession of
choice real estate and lucrative enterprises, in spite of the absence of any
apparent prior wealth on their part, and fattening up their bank accounts.
The problem of corruption was the most egregious in Serbia, Bosnia-
Herzegovina, Macedonia, Montenegro, Moldova, and Albania (along with
Russia and Ukraine), though there were also reports of serious instances of
corruption in Poland, Bulgaria, and Croatia. While none of the societies of the
region is entirely corruption-free, Slovenia has had the least corruption among
the states in the region.4

And finally, there have been controversies involved in the War of Yugoslav
Succession – some of them stirred up by local elites in order to inflame passions,
and others arising from the war itself. At the center of the war was the
fundamental question: who should live in the contested lands, and who should
rule them. As various observers have noted, the War of Yugoslav Succession
was driven, in the first place, by a Serbian strategy to annex land which had
belonged to Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina and to create a largely homoge-
nous greater Serbian state; because of this goal, the expulsion of non-Serbs from
the lands being contested became a central war aim for the government of
Slobodan Milošević.5

In the following pages, we intend to explore some of these issues, focusing on
alternative patterns of post-socialist development, the role of corruption, paths
of economic privatization, models of institution-building, and the role of the
international community.
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