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their living conditions still continues. “Statistics in various fields still 
show significant differences between East and West Germany,” 
the Federal Statistical Office stated in 2014. Their research found 
monthly incomes in East Germany were about 25% lower28. These 
differences are another reason why some people cannot bring their 
own experience in line with the success story of the reunification, 
which is repeated annually around the Day of Reunification. 
Nevertheless, according to a social report by the association People's 
Solidarity (Volkssolidarität), more East Germans than West Germans 
see themselves as having benefitted from the reunification29.

28	Statistisches Bundesamt, 25 Jahre Mauerfall: Ost und West bleiben statistisch sichtbar, (2014) www.
destatis.de/DE/ZahlenFakten/ImFokus/Bevoelkerung/25JahreMauerfall_Statistik.html

29	Anonymous, Osten sieht Deutsche Einheit positiver als Westen, (Welt, 2011), www.welt.de/politik/
deutschland/article13635760/Osten-sieht-Deutsche-Einheit-positiver-als-Westen.html

Germany: A Tale of Two Generations

"Human will can move everything. In the past, this house stood in a different country", 
building on Brunnen Str. Berlin
Source: Christine Wetzel
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Transition as One of Life's Lessons – East German Women’s 
Biographies

In the years after 1990, young East German women became both 
the most mobile and the best educated demographic group in 
Germany.30 This was the subject of seven in-depth interviews with 
women aged between 25 and 35, which were conducted by Dr 
Judith Enders and Mandy Schulze31. Most of them had left their home 
regions after finishing school to study elsewhere and were either 
working or looking for a suitable employment. In their interviews, 
the women described the pursuit of their professional goals and the 
associated achievement of personal and financial independence 
as an important prerequisite for an equal partnership, “I consider 
an independent woman… with her own experience and success to 
be very important in any relationship” (interview excerpt). Equally 
essential is a good balance between private and professional life, “so 
one is not only working all the time, coming home late, unable to 
do anything else” (interview excerpt). Deciding to sacrifice their own 
professional interests for the work of a housewife and mother was 
not mentioned by any of the interviewees.

Confrontation with their parents’ generation plays as major a role 
for young East German women with children, as it does for any 
other young parent, “If you have children, you inadvertently tend to 
analyse your own childhood over and over again” (interview excerpt). 
However, the double socialisation in East and West Germany they 
experienced plays a special part in the lives of the interviewed 
women and becomes an intra-family and socio-political challenge. 

30	 A. Domscheit-Berg, Familienpolitik in Ost- und Westdeutschland und ihre langfristigen Auswirkungen, 
(Heinrich Böll Stiftung,  2016), www.boell.de/de/2016/11/09/familienpolitik-ost-und-westdeutschland-
und-ihre-langfristigen-auswirkungen#_ftn2

31 J. Enders & M. Schulze, Frauen in der Dritten Generation Ostdeutschlands, in: A. Bergfrede, E. 
Fuchslocher, K. Kollewe & K. Pittius, FrauenBewegung(en). (Westfälisches Dampfboot, 2013).

	 J. Enders & M. Schulze, Transformationsprozesse und Auswirkungen auf Geschlechterarrangements 
- zur Wertorientierung von Frauen der Dritten Generation Ostdeutschland, in M. Thomas & U. Busch, 
Transformation im 21. Jahrhundert. (Transformerless Wissenschaftsverlag, 2015)

	 J. Enders & M. Schulze, Feministische Mutterbilder? - Eine Verständigung von Feminismus und Mutter-
Sein vor dem Hintergrund ost- und westdeutscher Entwicklungen, in M. Doldner, H. Holme, C. Jerzal & 
A. Tietge, O Mother where are thou?, (Westfälisches Dampfboot, 2016)
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“A simple question like, 'Tell me, mum, what time would 
you usually collect us from kindergarten?' made her lose 

it completely that day, 'We all had to work, we did not have any 
choice! Sure, we would have to take you there by half six 
because we would have to be at work by seven! And then in 
the 90s even, yes of course, you were latchkey kids. At least 
that is what they call it now but it was absolutely normal for 
you, kids, to have a key and to be able to go home whenever 
you wanted. You, children, were trusted and now it is as if we 
did not look after you” (interview excerpt).

Here, the critically viewed image of motherhood in the GDR, which 
gives the young grandmothers of today the feeling that they need to 
justify themselves, opposes the genuine interest of young women 
seeking their own place in society as mothers. One young woman, 
however, clearly expressed what she believed would be required of 
society in order to achieve a constructive debate and a productive 
reappraisal of the parents' transition experience. “What is completely 
left out of the media discussion, as far as I can see, are the personal 
biographies beyond all those stories about jails or attempts of 
flight. I think this microcosm of a typical average family in the 
GDR, particularly of our generation, is being completely forgotten 
somehow” (interview excerpt).

As Martina Rellins, a West German journalist and author who 
interviewed East German women after the reunification, put it, 
“During my interviews, I, too, have repeatedly noticed: There is 
something that West German women have not got yet and East 
German women have not lost – the deep understanding that work 
provides independence, that having children is a part of life and that 
there is no shame in having your children looked after in day-care 
or after-school facilities” (interview excerpt). Therefore, it remains 
important to listen to the women from the former GDR and to their 
accounts of everyday life back then and to maintain a dialogue with 
them. This is a chance to find a clearer identity and explore both 
the strengths (e.g. female independence) and the weaknesses (e.g. a 
double burden) of their former way of life, particularly for women of 
the transition generation. 

Germany: A Tale of Two Generations
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Loss and Recovery of the Public Space: an Example of Community 
Learning and Self-Empowerment

We have already touched on the issues of departure and migration. 
Some East German regions have lost up to 38% of their population 
since the reunification32. But what happens in those parts that have 
been left? Over the last 25 years, the Upper Lusatia, a region near 
the borders of the Czech Republic and Poland, has gone through a 
profound structural change. This process of economic and political 
transformation has left many buildings vacant, due to closed 
down plants and a declining population. This has not just occurred 
with industrial buildings and historical half-timbered houses 
(Umgebindehäuser), but also with buildings that used to serve the 
community as places of social life, such as guest-houses, pubs and 
theatres. 

32	 A. Demografie-Portal, Große regionale Unterschiede im Bevölkerungswachstum, (2015), www.
demografie-portal.de/SharedDocs/Informieren/DE/ZahlenFakten/Bevoelkerungswachstum_Kreise_
ab1990.html

33	 S. Bartmann & S. Tiefel, Biografische Ressource und Biografische Reflexion: zwei sich ergänzende 
Heuristiken zur erziehungswissenschaftlich orientierten Analyse individueller Erinnerungs- und 
Biografiearbeit, in: Margret Dörr,  Heide von Felden,  Regina Klein,  Hildegard Macha & Winfried 
Machotzki, Erinnerung - Reflexion- Geschichte. Wiesbaden, (VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften, 2008)

Abandoned public spaces in East Germany
Source: Mandy Schulze
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Public space also disappeared, both in its literal sense as the place 
where local people met, chatted and bonded and in a deeper sense 
as the places which shape a community. For years now, many of 
public spaces have been lingering over a sad fate or have just fallen 
into ruin. These “eyesores” became symbols for problems and 
failures of the transition time.
 
But in recent years, these buildings have received more attention. 
Members of the communities began to engage in activities around 
those vacancies. These dedicated people include inhabitants, as well 
as returnees and newcomers. During recent years in the region of 
Upper Lusatia, many very heterogeneous groups and initiatives have 
been formed around vacancies of spaces, usually without external 
support or highly institutionalised concepts. The engines for these 
developments are instead idealism, local ties and commitment, civil 
voluntary work and personal learning.

Creative Adoption Strategies Initiating Democratic Processes of 
Community Education

Learning in the course of life is part of a subjective transformation, 
meaning that each person has ‘biographical resources’33. But in 
order to turn an experience into a biographical learning process, 
it is necessary to reach a certain level of reflection about these 
experiences. In order to promote this, various unconventional 
paths are offered. The most important conditions are to create the 
space for biographical discussion and to provide an opportunity 
for this34. Community education is also described as a long-term 
and fundamental requirement to empower a sustainable basis for 
a lifelong learning culture35, especially informal learning in civil 
society at a regional level. A culture of lifelong learning can be 

34 M. Schulze, Transformationserfahrung - Anlass zur Kompetenzentwicklung der Dritten 
Generation? Eine Annäherung an generationales Lernen im Lebensverlauf, in U. Busch & M. 
Thomas, Ein Vierteljahrhundert Deutsche Einheit. Facetten einer unvollendeten Integration. (Trafo 
Wissenschaftsverlag, 2015)

35 L.Chisholm, L. Lassnigg, M. Lehner, W. Lenz & R. Tippelt, Wissen – Chancen – Kompetenzen. Strategie 
zur Umsetzung des lebensbegleitenden Lernens in Österreich, (2009), http://erwachsenenbildung.at/
downloads/service/LLL-Strategie_ExpertInnenbericht.pdf

Germany: A Tale of Two Generations
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achieved through personal development, self-learning about social 
and cultural topics, and volunteering in new learning environments. 
Because of the long-term view of this strategy and its qualitative 
aspects, its focus is on the practice and organisation of existing 
projects and initiatives36.  

The vacant properties in Upper Lusatia are historical buildings, and 
volunteering in one allows people to combine a part of their own 
history with the history of the community, providing voluntary 
work in a space that can be experienced directly. Having concrete 
and immediately available spaces is one of the main triggers for 
common action and learning. The key factors, however, to start 
a change process in the community, in this case, was a space or 
building being open and free for use and open to the general public. 
Further, the community and the public were involved at an early 
stage and were asked for help continually. This open-door policy is 
crucial for gaining new members and support from the municipal 
administration. It was equally crucial for the initiatives to be open to 
listening to the volunteers and for them to lend a sympathetic ear to 
the volunteers’ needs.

Members of the initiatives handle a number of aspects of community 
management. This includes dealing with the administration, learning 
about public decision making, finding supporters on the polity level, 
understanding funding policies, but also investigating local history. 
So, although the agenda of the vacancy-initiatives had primarily 
not been political, the effect was a contribution to the recreation of 
public space.

Lessons for Civic Education

An active examination of recent history in post-socialist countries 
is essential for strengthening democratic processes. Many of the 
interviews conducted in the countries of our project partners reveal 
a similar crucial experience, which has had a lasting impact: a loss of 

36	 L. Lassnigg, Community Education als Aktionslinie der nationalen Strategie zum lebensbegleitenden 
Lernen, (Magazin Erwachsenenbildung.at, No. 19, 2009), http://erwachsenenbildung.at/magazin/13-19/
meb13-19.pdf
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trust, rules or orientation37. However, trust in other people, groups 
and institutions is a prerequisite for the functioning of democratic 
processes. Civic education needs to deal with people's actual 
perception of society and democracy, rather than solely teaching 
them about it. However, it is not just history lessons at school and 
other educational situations that allow for discussion. People should 
be able to talk about the past, particularly in families, private circles 
and local communities like neighbourhoods. 

If someone cannot come to terms with the past, this 
can impair their ability to accept new situations and 

experiences for entire groups or for a whole generation, which 
itself is nothing more than the many individuals it consists of. 
Many families are, apart from anecdotes or platitudes, quite 
lost for words when it comes to the past. It is not rare for 
the cosmopolitan attitudes and experiences of the young 
generations who have left for the big cities to be met with 
rather conservative or populist attitudes in their rural home 
regions.

The challenge for political education is to encourage and guide a 
dialogue. Experience working with shaping dialogues between the 
generations shows that simply asking the 'wrong' question at the 
beginning may cause the dialogue to fail (“Now you are starting to 
talk like a Wessi!” Nedo: 152). Therefore, we suggest the development 
of specific didactic concepts. 

Finally, we strongly support non-formal education situations, in 
public spaces with 'real encounters', as they provide opportunities for 
social interaction and allow individuals to discuss their experiences 
of transition situations in recent history. 

37	 Transition Dialogue Network, Breaking the Silence. Memories of the Times of Change, (2016), http://
www.transition-dialogue.com/breaking-the-silence

Germany: A Tale of Two Generations
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This also applies to the international dialogue. It is important to 
include not only multipliers of civic education but also citizens of all 
age groups without a background or expertise in transition. Exchange 
should be accessible to different groups, including minorities. This 
requires resources for translation as the language barrier is a key 
factor, hampering large-scale dialogue across boarders and social 
milieus. 
 
DRA's experience over the last decade suggests that sharing the 
difficulties and not only the good practise examples, resonates 
greatly with our Eastern European peers. Partners consider this 
approach helpful and authentic, because it fosters understanding 
and dialogue. Last but not least, it is important to understand that 
history has happened to all of us and we all share similar challenges, 
much in the same way we all have the capacity to become a driver 
of change.
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Romania: A Missed 
Opportunity for 
Minorities
Irina Ilisei, PhD

Partner organisation: PLURAL Association, established in 2012, 
www.asociatia-plural.ro

“During the transition, the most vulnerable societal 
groups that were exposed to change were the ones 

invisible during the communist era. Ethnic, gender and sexual 
minorities were the social categories that had, in theory, the 
greatest windows of opportunity. But in practice, they suffered 
the greatest losses during this period of time. While any kind 
of change in a political, institutional or economic system is 
a long process, building a plural, inclusive society takes even 
longer and has to be based on education. The experience 
of a totalitarian regime and a history of state racism and a 
patriarchate cannot be easily wiped out.”

Irina Ilisei, PhD, President of PLURAL Association

Introduction

The focus of the PLURAL Association in the framework of the 
Transition Dialogue Network was to analyse the impact of the 
transition towards democracy on social categories that were less 
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visible and that were most vulnerable in the Romanian society during 
communism - women, ethnic minorities, the LGBTQI community, 
and low or working class citizens. We aimed to understand how 
this period affected these social groups, and what their social and 
political gains and losses were during transition.

Our analysis is based on a thorough literature review and seven video 
interviews with activists, academics and intellectuals engaged in the 
Romanian civic society. The interviews will be made available on the 
project website38.  

Milestones and Frameworks in Understanding Transition

The transition period in Romania is rooted in the failure of the 
communist regime in the country. December 1989 can be seen as a 
starting point for the reconstruction of Romanian society: “The 1989 
Revolution represents the main event in Romania in the last half 
century. It radically transformed the lives of millions of Romanians, 
modified the position of the country in the world and it triggered 
a whole process of change”39. While the origin of the transition in 
Romania is rather clear – the fall of the communist regime - the 
destination of this transition is a subject of debate. Transition is 
multifaceted. It includes political pluralism, a functional market 
economy, rule of law and the political representation of minorities.

One interviewee pointed out the need to reflect on how we frame 
the concept of transition, signalling that a permanent comparison 
with Western countries entails some risks. “Who defines the 
transition? One version of transition was just the shift from that 
heart-rending communist, totalitarian, dictatorial regime in Eastern 
European countries to the glowing, democratic and liberal capitalism 
of the Western countries. This is the ‘official’ definition, how we 
transitioned from one to the other. However, people stumbled a lot 
in understanding what we actually had to do. Did we have to change 
all social structures or was it enough to change the political regime? 

38	 Transition Dialogue – Mapping a Generation,http://www.transition-dialogue.com/ 
39	  V. Pasti,  România în tranziţie. Căderea în viitor, (Editura Nemira, 1995), p. 37
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Did we have to change as people to become more democratic?” She 
was even more sceptical about the use of the term transition and its 
implications. “There are administrative structures in which nothing 
really changed. If we take a look at the socio-political formulas, how 
much did they change? And, if changes are indeed necessary, who 
should change them and in which direction?” (interview excerpt, 
Ioana Vrăbiescu, researcher of Roma and Migration Studies). 

Other respondents are less doubtful about defining transition 
as the period that followed the fall of communism and of when 
Romania took the aspirational road of becoming a state, governed 
by democracy, rule of law, pluralism and freedom of speech. “I 
believe that the transition started from the moment the dictator’s 
helicopter left the roof of the Romanian Communist Party from 
Bucharest, from the days of the revolution when, we all wished for 
and had aspirations to be accepted by the international community, 
to become an occidental state like we used to see in movies and 
magazines when they would escape censorship” (interview excerpt, 
Iulian Stoian, activist for Roma and LGBTQI Rights). Indeed, most of 
the respondents identified the milestones of the transition period in 
Romania in direct relation to events that occurred in the international 
arena, and with Romanian adhesion to international structures, such 
as the Council of Europe, the Common Market, NATO and the 
European Union. 

The 90s are generally perceived as the period of resettlement of 
institutions, the economy and society. The values and institutions 
of the previous political system were wiped out and there were no 
longer authority structures. 

“A lot of people robbed the state and bankrupted state 
enterprises for personal gain. […] Ordinary citizens would 

also get ripped of en masse, especially in the early 1990s when 
people did not have an economic education. 

Romania: A Missed Opportunity for Minorities
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[...] Industries of all kinds were bankrupted and their assets were 
stolen. I mean, it was happening at all levels of society, from the 
highest to the lowest” (interview excerpt, Adrian Schiop, writer and 
anthropologist). From this perspective, the transition slowed down at 
the beginning of the 2000s, when society became more settled, and 
it ended when Romania entered the European Union - a moment 
that indicated Romania’s societal and institutional stability.

At an individual level, for many, the 90s signified deep poverty: “I 
associate transition with poverty, the poverty that I, my family, and 
especially the people around us would live in. I cannot make parallels 
to what happened before 1990 because I was not even born at the 
time, but what was more difficult was the fact that you felt poor, but 
you would see the wealth on the other side, around you, on the 
television screens, in friends’ houses and houses of rich people, 
and that’s how I think the feeling of frustration would somehow get 
born. Before 1989, everyone was doing badly, we were all equal 
somehow, but from the moment of the transition and the beginning 
of capitalism, the inequalities have grown and become more visible” 
(interview excerpt, Andreea Petruț, researcher of public policy).

Personal perceptions of transition change based on a person’s age, 
social class, ethnicity, gender, and area of residency. However, a 
person’s career and their education level also have a great impact 
on how December 1989 is perceived by that person. This is probably 
also the aspect that has the greatest impact on distinguishing 
between the different generations. The pressure to readjust to a 
society, which was continuously transforming, was greater for those 
in the labour market or those who had just graduated. Their opinion 
of communism and transition depends on their ability to readjust 
and maintain their economic and social status. The peaceful transfer 
of power from those in power to the opposition is another relevant 
aspect of transition. 

40	 D. Sandu, Sociologia tranziției: valori și tipuri sociale în România, (Staff, 1996), p. 28
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“As opposed to Poland and other Eastern European 
states, what happened in 1989 [in Romania] was not 

really a regime change. I think that the power has been seized 
by the second tier of Communist Party members, who were 
nevertheless communists. 

In Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic, there was a real 
dissidence. In Romania, maybe also because the regime was much 
more brutal than in other Eastern-European states, this dissidence 
could not manifest itself. Starting from that simulation of a revolution 
where we still do not know what happened, it quickly became clear 
that the new rulers were not willing to renounce the leverages of 
power, to step back. And accordingly, the first peaceful power shift 
took place later, after six years. Some people say that it was then that 
the communist cycle in Romania ended – and I agree with them. 
1996, I think, was the moment when Romania has become much 
more viable from the point of view of a democracy governed by 
rule of law. Because, until then it was not really the case” (interview 
excerpt, Adrian Szelmenczi, activist for human rights).

Effects of Transition on Minority Social Categories

Are minority groups represented in the political arena in Romania? 
This is considered a key indicator of a consolidated democracy. 
Therefore, it is worth examining if and how minority social groups 
take part in the decision-making process.

One of the main characteristics of the political regime in Romania 
before 1989 was that political or social pluralism was non-existent. 
There was only one way to rule Romania – namely through the 
communist party. 

“Communism was a type of fundamentalism, in the 
sense that it had at its base the belief that there was only 

one truth, one morality”40. 
 

Romania: A Missed Opportunity for Minorities
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The fall of communism gave minority groups the chance to have 
their voice heard, opened up debates on the political rights of 
minority groups and allowed institutions that work for the protection 
of those rights to be created.

Despite this opportunity, however, the Roma minority continued 
to occupy a marginal position. “We did not manage to build public 
institutions related to our identity. This is the greatest loss” (interview 
excerpt, Nicoleta Bițu). In parallel to that, women were a politically 
underrepresented social category during transition. “The ideology of 
gender equality, promoted by communism, completely collapsed.  
After the fall of the communist regime, the political representation 
of women fell to 3.5% at a national level and 1.6% at a local level” 
(interview excerpt, Mihaela Miroiu).

This shows that minority groups needed time to develop their 
negotiating skills. Members of underprivileged groups needed to 
learn how to exercise their free speech rights. Moreover, minority 
groups did not even recognise themselves as such. In addition, these 
groups also needed to learn that they could organise themselves and 
take a political stand. Referring to the gay community, Adrian Schiop 
points out that “In the 1990s nobody would come out of the closet 
and it was a non-existent category” (interview excerpt). The LGBTQI 
community took over a decade to take its first steps towards fighting 
for political rights. 

In practice, “the analysis of different reports, public policies 
and strategies made by the Romanian governments and public 
institutions during transition shows an acute incapacity to think 
about the diversity of disadvantaged groups and the multiple facets 
of their problems”41.  From an economic standpoint, groups most 
affected by the transition, including the elderly, unqualified workers, 
people with disabilities, and the Roma were also underprivileged 
during the communist regime. Women were over-represented in all 
these categories and were the most exposed to the continuous fall 
of living standards, the rise of social exclusion and unemployment42. 

41	 V. Pasti,  România în tranziţie. Căderea în viitor, (Editura Nemira, 1995), p. 20
42	 V. Pasti, Ultima inegalitate. Relațiile de gen în România, (Polirom, 2003), p. 30
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Romania: A Missed Opportunity for Minorities

Roma women standing in front of the Tricodava factory in 1976
Source: Crina Morteanu, Urban Roma Collection

Bucharest street performance for representation and recognition of women in the 
public sphere, 8 March 2016
Source: Tudorina Mihai, www.feminism-romania.ro
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During transition, the state took measures that indirectly had a much 
stronger negative impact on women than on men. For example, 
most of the existing social infrastructure for childcare was closed 
after 1989. 

Another social category disproportionately affected by the transition 
was the Roma. Racism played a role when it comes to Roma losing 
their jobs and facing discrimination in accessing the labour market: 
“At the very beginning of transition racism took violent forms […].
Transition, in fact, has unveiled this passive-aggressive racism that I 
am talking about, that existed during communism as well. After the 
Revolution, all the rule of law institutions were unreliable. Without 
authority, these negative feelings added up and surfaced in the 
form of conflicts between Roma people and Romanians” (interview 
excerpt, Nicoleta Bițu).

’Room Service’ Recognition of Minority Groups

The transition was also the moment when the first state institutions 
and civil society organisations striving for anti-discrimination 
and human rights were created. However, the values that were 
ingrained in the past, such as a rejection of differences, negative 
experiences in building social solidarity and a lack of experience 
creating bottom-up political changes, were still inherited in the 
period that followed 1989 and did not shift along with the change 
of regime. The recognition of the value of pluralism and political 
rights of minority groups was very slowly achieved, and as both the 
literature review and our respondents show, it was achieved due to 
pressure from international institutions. “During these 26 –27 years, 
there was a process of adapting the national legislation to the various 
juridical systems Romania was aspiring to. For example, the vocation 
towards a democratic state and Romania’s ascension to the Council 
of Europe was a fact that produced a series of changes to our 
legislative framework. We abolished the death penalty, we abolished 
article 200 from the Penal Code, which would bring penal charges 
for homosexuality, and so on. Lots of such elements have been 
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43	 M. Miroiu, Drumul către autonomie. Teorii politice feministe (Polirom, 2004)

progressively adopted, but this came at the cost of not educating 
the population properly during the process” (interview excerpt, Iulian 
Stoian).

As a consequence, Romania registered an important progress 
concerning the recognition of minorities but this improvement 
remained mostly at the level of legislation and political frameworks. 
It did not translate itself into better practical measures, improvement 
in societal attitudes or public speech of politicians: “Romania, 
subsequently, has signed the framework convention regarding the 
protection of the national minorities, and has ratified it too. There 
are not many people who know about it, especially journalists [...]. 
The Romanian states assumes the protection of the Hungarian 
language as a minority and regional language, also through some 
international documents that were signed – though their application 
is not systematic. We still have a lot of sentences which are at least 
bizarre from certain points of view, which are clearly against the 
Romanian Constitution. We still have situations in which repressive 
organs [state institutions], if I may call them so, take action on ethnic 
considerations” (interview excerpt, Adrian Szelmenczi, activist for 
human rights).

Referring to the situation of gender equity and women’s rights in 
Romania after the fall of communism, Mihaela Miroiu developed 
the concept of ’room service’ feminism, which she defines as “form 
without content” that has been welcomed to answer Western 
requests for integration43. A similar path was followed not only 
concerning women’s rights but also concerning ethnic minorities, 
LGBTQI rights and any diversity policies. A discourse in favour of 
minority groups was brought in and was included into legislative 
frameworks, but only a few measures were used in practice. 
Neither budget distribution, nor educational policies were written 
in support of equality for minority groups. The transition towards 
valuing diversity, inclusion and political rights for minority groups is, 
therefore, incomplete. 

Romania: A Missed Opportunity for Minorities
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“I do not see transition as finished, I believe that the 
transition is only beginning. The political and systemic 

transition has been done but not the mental one. Public 
debates on certain topics are not very prominent, and these 
are the things that the well-being of this nation depends on” 
(interview excerpt, Nicoleta Bițu).

Lessons for Civic Education

The past of a society is the space where the values, fears, and modus 
operandi are rooted. One projects the future based on their past. 
The transition from a totalitarian regime to a pluralist democratic 
society, with functional institutions and a capitalist market, is a 
process that has occupied almost three decades. Internalisation of 
the democratic political culture and the spirit of an open inclusive 
society are subject to longer processes of change that need to be 
supported by education.

Having deep, structured debates on transition in Romania would help 
us understand how the communist legacy makes its presence felt 
over 27 years after the end of the communist regime. It would open 
up the dialogue about how different social groups envision their 
own political agendas and how these positions can be negotiated 
and brought together in an inclusive society. Reflecting on the past, 
such as the socialist or transition periods, is not only relevant for the 
sake of it but also for understanding where the political attitudes 
stem from, how different social categories experienced these 
periods, why society is polarised, and how constructive dialogue 
and solidarity inside of the society can be constructed.

Civic education, with non-formal educational methods, offers a 
great methodology for bringing together people with different 
social backgrounds, family histories and even people of different 
generations. It offers spaces for reflection, debates and interaction, 
and for getting in touch with different life experiences and attitudes 
towards social life. One of the most relevant goals that civic 
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education can achieve is making the interplay between the individual 
level and the structural level in a society visible. In every political 
era, individual choices interact with the social context, institutions 
or media. Individuals shape the society that they live in. Moreover, 
political regimes are experienced and interpreted differently based 
on the various social group a person belongs to. It is the role of civic 
education to shed light on these relationships, to generate the sense 
of responsibility, and to empower action. 

About the author
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Russia: Authoritarian 
Resurgence  
Oksana Bocharova, Polina Filippova, Vlada Gekhtman

Partner organisation: Sakharov Centre, established in 1990, 
www.sakharov-center.ru/english.html 

“The 90s are both condemned and praised as a period. 
However, I have always felt that the arguments of both 

camps are not arguments about the 90s as a historical period, 
but rather arguments about different world views, and different 
sets of values. Memories people have about transition are 
highly fragmented. This is not, for instance, a topic families and 
friends discuss among themselves. I often feel that whenever 
we speak of transition and the 90s, rather than analysing the 
past, we speak about the future. In other words, we speak of 
the time thinking of what should have been, rather than of 
what really was. The 90s are the time we have lived without 
Sakharov – he left us on 14 December 1989. But his hopes 
and fears for a new world yet to come have stayed with us as 
challenges and questions that remained not tackled. Following 
his legacy, we try to look at the 90s as a multidimensional 
decade in the history of our country and try to escape from a 
black and white reading of history that attempts to diminish its 
importance.” 

Polina Filippova, Coordinator 
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Russia: Authoritarian Resurgence

Introduction

Conservatism and authoritarianism are the two most precise terms to 
describe the condition of the political system and the public mood in 
today’s Russia. As applied to the past, these refer to nostalgia over the 
Soviet period, which is seen as an era of stability and dignity, while 
the years of rapid societal transition in the 90s are linked in the public 
perception with chaos, disorientation, and national humiliation. Any 
alternative views of the period of transition only exist within relatively 
narrow circles of liberal intellectuals and entrepreneurs,independent 
from the state. 

These attitudes emerged at the end of the 90s, as a natural 
consequence of mass disillusionment in the outcomes of both 
economic reforms, such as unjust privatisation, a sharp growth in 
wealth inequality and the demonstrative consumption of the rich, 
and political processes, such as fraudulent elections, corruption, and 
the abuse of power, in particular, by authorities and law enforcement 
agencies. 

People's march in Moscow, 19 August 1991
Source: Ivan Simochkin



70

From Communism to Transition

Many people see the transition as a time of a radical change of 
values, as well as a time of challenges. This is why they call it 
uncertain, obscure and maze-like as often they recall the unlimited 
opportunities and the chances they had to radically change their 
lives. “A generation divided by the 90s. A very diverse generation. 
Some have met it with high hopes, while others have experienced 
horrors and a total collapse of the values they have been taught to 
share” (interview excerpt).

“It is like a fish bowl that has suddenly got all messed up, 
and every fish is experiencing a cognitive dissonance of 

some sort. Some found themselves buried under the sand, 
others caught something in their gills, and a scuba tank has 
fallen on somebody’s head. But still, some fish swam out to 
clear waters. Everything sinks, yet something floats to the 
surface” (interview excerpt).

“It all went adrift in a way, because, on the one hand, the kids were 
growing up, and I knew it was time to talk to them about universally 
important things.  On the other hand, I did not quite know myself 
what was universally important and how to respond to all that” 
(interview excerpt).

“I suddenly realised that I can do anything. I have got my brain and 
know how to do things, so I can earn money. There are limitless 
green fields all around, lots of opportunities, and nobody tells you 
what to do” (interview excerpt).

However, since 2000, government propaganda has been actively 
supporting negative perceptions of the transition period and has 
contributed to the reinforcement of these attitudes amongst younger 
generations. This does not assume a renaissance of communist or 
left-wing ideologies. Instead, statism and imperial nationalism on the 
edge of chauvinism have become mainstream. All periods of political 
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instability and weakening of the central power are condemned - the 
90s, along with the revolution of 1917, and the troubled times in 
the early 17th century. This set of values is promoted in many ways, 
from propaganda events, such as large-scale expos “The Rurikids” 
and “The Romanovs” (held with the participation of the Russian 
Orthodox Church, Ministry of Culture and the Military-Historic 
Society, headed by Sergei Naryshkin, ex-State Duma chairman), to 
history schoolbooks. The Bolsheviks and Lenin are disapproved of, 
while Stalin gets a certain level of respect. The greatest anti-hero 
is Mikhail Gorbachev. Attitudes towards Boris Yeltsin are generally 
negative, though more restrained. The absolute leaders of opinion 
polls about national symbols and heroes are always the rulers and 
warlords (see, for example, the Name of Russia44 project or the 
Public Opinion Foundation’s research)45. 

Russia: Authoritarian Resurgence

44	 Name of Russia, http://www.nameofrussia.ru/
45 Public Opinion Foundation, Russian Historical Figures Influencing the Country, (2008), http://bd.fom.ru/

report/cat/istdeotcet

Monument of Vladimir Lenin in Moscow
Source: Adam Bowie
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From Transition to Authoritarianism

Over the last few years, ideological denial of the basic values of the 
transitional period has added up to the denial of the achievements of 
that time. Everything that liberal values comprise of, such as human 
rights, freedom, openness and individualism, is marginalised and 
declared wrong and false. Censorship is not only imposed upon 
the mass media, but also upon cultural institutions that translate 
these values. The Soviet understanding of education and culture as, 
primarily, ideological tools serving the rulers’ interests, has returned.
 
Renationalisation of the economy has been rapid. The share of 
state-owned companies in Russia’s GDP has doubled over just ten 
years and now exceeds 70%. While in the 90s most young Russians 
wished to work in private companies, they now usually aim to get 
a job with state-owned corporations, public agencies and power-
wielding structures.

Simultaneously, the removal of the last remains of the Soviet system 
in social support, education, healthcare and science continues. 
These sectors have undergone what is called “monetisation” and 
receive budget funds depending on their efficiency indicators, such 
as how many people have received their “services”, while the share 
of paid services is growing. It is quite possible this is what has caused 
the increase in the number of people who prefer to rely on their own 
resources and possibilities rather than on a state support (according 
to the Levada Centre, 78% in 2016). It is, seemingly, the only indicator 
which demonstrates certain social progress over the entire 25-year 
period.

On the whole, the recognised and valued fruits of the transition 
comprise of the understanding of people’s own potential, and the 
absence of any “universally correct” templates for life trajectories and 
multiplicity of social norms. “Nevertheless, for me, the bottom line 
of those years is comprehension that one could live in a different 
way, one could be free. And that one does not need to depend on 
the state; one would rather want to deal with it as little as possible” 
(interview excerpt).



73

“Business and entrepreneurship emerged. People are more capable 
of fulfilling themselves, their inner resources. Not everyone is ready 
to march in lockstep, go to work every day, bow to the bosses. There 
are no forced obligations, some independence emerged” (interview 
excerpts).

Sakharov Centre

Maintaining Academician Sakharov’s humanistic legacy, the 
Sakharov Centre strives to contribute to the continuity of the civil 
rights movement in Russia, to pass on traditions, values, and 
experiences. This is the strategy that joins our work together with 
historic memories and with civil education. We aim to raise a new 
generation of civil activists who perceive themselves as part of a 
continuous movement that roots down to the Soviet dissent and 
who know how to employ modern civil practices, from international 
civil society.

“However, our country is not hopeless. It seems that many bad things 
have come back, yet people have changed. They’ve learnt how to 
protect their rights and how to do it together” (interview excerpt).

“People came to know better what their rights are and how to fight 
for them, or, at least, where to go to seek protection if they feel their 
rights are violated” (interview excerpt).

Work to understand the transitional period, or rather, the 
transformational era in Russia, is just beginning. Its task is modelling 
a coherent perception of this historical time. Meanwhile, traumatic 
experiences of social and economic transition often obscure a whole 
range of new practices and opportunities that people very quickly 
get used to and see as something natural (e.g. liberty of movement 
and residence, new consumer practices, new educational choices). 
It is highly important to trace the political and social history of 
the transition period, to put together a consistent concept of the 
reasons for the transition and transformation of the Soviet state. Our 
discussion programme aims to close the gap between generations 
and to keep alive and share the traditions of humanitarian and critical 
thinking.

Russia: Authoritarian Resurgence
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Sakharov Centre strives to work with the practices of solidarity, to 
strengthen existing traditions and build new ones, to teach Russians 
how to be citizens. These are not easy tasks. Today’s Russians 
remember the social collapse that followed the Perestroika and the 
mistakes that occurred during the transition: notions of “democracy” 
and “capitalism” are closely associated with ones’ powerlessness 
and poverty and others’ omnipotence and excessive wealth. 

“Of course, it is sort of a global shake-up. Literally, over months, 
people lost everything when the factories they worked at closed 
down, or did not pay salaries month after month. For many, it was too 
much to withstand, so they succumbed to alcoholism, depression 
and misery. Nevertheless, those with some entrepreneurial talent 
were able to earn huge money. So, they did, and some did so by 
deceiving people” (interview excerpt).

Thus, a typical emotion for the transition period is disillusionment. 
Disillusionment is both “retrospective”, (i.e. via reappraisal of this period 
over the last few years, within the context of negative government 
propaganda and official attitudes), and genuine old disillusionment 
that appeared back then, by the end of the transition period. The 
latter kind of disillusionment occurred due to a turnaround in the 
perception of authorities and the business circles closely connected 
to them. However, these feelings then extended to disillusionment 
in the values of democracy and liberalism. 

“You see, it was like a romantic crush. We were full of 
high hopes and dreams of freedom and democracy, 

and then, by the end of the '90s, it turned out that most of 
them were actually pursuing their interests and simply wished 
to become rich, that they did not think of any public good” 
(interview excerpt).

In other words, it is necessary to reconsider the ideas of “democracy” 
and “liberal values”, to explain, again and again, what they mean. To 
drag democracy out of the debris of the transition, this explanation 
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should rely on the values and skills that most people had at the 
beginning of the transition period.

Lessons for Civic Education

Civil education should be based on the transfer of values, provisions 
for continuity, the maintenance of historic memories, and 
participation in specific civil practices. Therefore, programmes for 
civic education should be multidimensional, so that they include 
components that are related to all of the objectives mentioned 
above. This, in particular, means involving both experts and actual 
civic activists, working out mechanisms for volunteer participation, 
and supporting communication networks to build up a community 
for the activists, volunteers and the supporters. Sakharov Centre’s 
Moscow Open Human Rights School is an example of this type of 
programme. It comprises of lectures on the history of the human 
rights movement in the Soviet Union, meetings with prominent 
human rights advocates who began their work at the start of the 90s, 
and courses on human rights theory and practical civil advocacy 
cases.
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Ukraine: Transition Reset
Olena Pravylo

Partner organisation: The Congress of Cultural Activists, 
established during the Euromaidan civil unrest (2013),  
www.culturalactivism.org

“The aim of the Cultural Congress is to support the 
reform agenda in cultural politics, and foster dialogue 

and participation aiming at a progressive and inclusive cultural 
policy. In this respect, culture is seen as a means to involve 
citizen in social and political matters, comment on current 
debates and also provide opportunity for a new creative 
industry to emerge”. 

Olena Pravylo, Chairperson 

With the Maidan revolution, the process of transition has been 
reset. Three years into it, a difficult reform path has been launched, 
overshadowed by an ongoing war. While it has had some success 
stories, it has also had many setbacks. The Ukrainian partner in the 
Transition Dialogue Network, Congress of Cultural Activists, has 
worked on a series of audio and video interviews in Kyiv, Ternopil, 
Dnipro, Rivne, and Odessa, and organised public discussions and a 
conference for cultural activists. The organisation also hosted one 
of the meetings of the network. These were part of an effort to map 
the generation in transition in Ukraine. The following country profile 
is based largely on interviews conducted in Ukraine over the past 
two years. Interviewees were asked to talk about their memories and 
their experiences of transition. Our assumption is that many of the 
challenges we face today are legacies of the Soviet past and the first 
phases of transition.  
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Ukraine: Transition Reset

46	 Perestroika (Russian: перестрóйка; IPA: [pjirji,strojkә]) was a political movement, which stood for 
reformation within the Communist Party of the Soviet Union during the 1980s. It is widely associated 
with Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev and his glasnost (meaning "openness") policy reform.

Apart from the discussions and the conference, organised in Kyiv, 
we have conducted about three dozen audio and video interviews 
in Kyiv, Dnipro, Odessa, and Ternopil, as well as a few in Rivne. 
Ukrainians in Dnipro were especially patriotic in their political 
attitudes, but also rather passive in terms of civic engagement, with 
a strong focus on their daily life.  

The main question in these open-style interviews was what the 
interviewee calls transition. Many do not think about transition 
in these terms, they perceive the situation as frozen or speak of 
changes occurring only in the last few years. In some regions people 
have a strong Soviet-time identity, in others they identify strongly as 
Ukrainians and acknowledge the fact that if change is to come, they 
need to be an active part of it with all the responsibilities that implies. 
In Donetsk, the understanding of the people is that the oligarchs will 
take care of them and that there is always someone else to take care 
of them. 

The general sense, however, is that Ukraine is changing. De-
communisation and decentralisation are key topics, but a broad and 
open discussion about them is missing. Many interviewees have a 
sense that they are excluded from the conversation about public 
space; communist statues get replaced by nation-centred groups 
with the same vigour as the Soviets replaced Ukrainian statues, and 
citizens disagree with the top-down approach being replicated. 

Where It All Began

The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 marked the end of a 
process of dissolution that had begun for Ukraine in the late 70s 
and 80s. Launched with Gorbachev’s “perestroika”46, new multi-
party principles were formed. By the time the perestroika movement 
emerged, the Communist party was already on an irreversible track 
of self-delegitimisation, losing its standing and imposed solidarity. 
The rift between the ruling party and the societies was becoming 



78

even deeper. The elites were trying to protect the old system by 
introducing a basic level of pluralism, but this was not enough to save 
a system in a deep crisis, and it was destined to collapse. Ukraine had 
already seen the rise of informal oppositional groups and associations 
at the end of the 70s with the Ukrainian-Helsinki Group, which by the 
end of the 80s transformed from a human rights organisation into a 
political one. It was followed by the Ukrainian Democratic Union, the 
Ukrainian Cultural Club, the Ukrainian Christian Democratic Front 
and the Ukrainian environmental movement called Green World, 
supported mainly by intellectuals and students47. 

“After Chernobyl, the Berlin Wall no Longer Exists”48

The words of the French philosopher Jean Baudrillard capture 
best the dynamics in Ukraine in early 1986. The disastrous nuclear 
accident that occurred in the restricted zone of Chernobyl removed 
any doubts about the murderous nature of the regime, which had 
claimed to care about the people, but instead cared only about its 
own survival. Trust was irreversibly broken. 

“Even if you were among the ones who believed that 
communism is possible, the concentration of power in 

the hands of very few in the beginning of its instalment should 
have ringed alarm bells for the upcoming disaster. In order to 
instil the ideas of communism, the public sphere had to be 
modified to fit the ideology. Since this did not happen easily, 
the ultimate consequences of the regime’s intervention were 
catastrophic – millions were sacrificed for the sake of the 
communist idea.” 49 

47	 Ukrainian History, The Beginning of the Building of a Multiparty System in Ukraine in the late 80s - early 
90s of XX century, http://histua.com/istoriya-ukraini/ukraina-v-umovax-nezalejnosti/formuvannya-
bagatopartijnosti

48	 J.  Baudrillard, L'illusion de la Fin, (Stanford University Press, 1994)
49	 V. Vyatrovych, Olga Salo &Yasmin Yasynevych, Чорнобиль і совок: разючі паралелі, (LB.ua, 26 April 

2016), http://lb.ua/society/2016/04/26/333911_chornobil_i_sovok_razyuchi_paraleli.html
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50	  V. Onopryychuk, Чорнобильська катастрофа запустила процес розвалу Радянського Союзу, 
(Gazeta.ua, 27 April 2016), http://gazeta.ua/articles/events-journal/_cornobilska-katastrofa-zapustila-
proces-rozvalu-radyanskogo-soyuzu/693446 

“The main lesson from Chernobyl was ‘do not trust the authorities.’ 
The world saw the heroism of Ukrainians. The regime tried to hide 
the consequences of the explosion and its deadly consequences; 
it readily sacrificed us, but we never learned to demand the same 
sacrifice in return.”50 

Before Chernobyl, most Ukrainians did not question the nature of 
the Soviet regime; the nuclear catastrophe exposed its defects to a 
point of no return. The tragedy put many in a disastrous social and 
ecological environment and people were afraid for their lives. Many 
had to move away to the Caucasus or to other places in Ukraine, like 
Odessa. 

Surprisingly, not everyone has a negative recollection of the 
disaster. The younger generation, born in the late 70s and early 80s, 
remembers the period as an extended vacation time, away from 
home, at their granny’s house or at the seaside. While 1991, with the 
dissolution of the Soviet Union, formally marks the beginning of the 
transition, the cracks in the system were already there in the 80s. 

My Story or Your Story – our Ukrainian Story of Independence? 

1991 was the year that marked the Independence of Ukraine. 
However, people’s recollection of that time differs greatly, 
emphasising the ambivalence of personal experience, memories, 
and interpretations. “We first did not believe what was happening”, 
one of the interviewees said, “we were to raise the Ukrainian flag for 
the first time with my parents in the city centre of Ternopil". 

"But for me, as a KGB officer in Dnipropetrovsk, this was a real 
tragedy; as officers, we were the elite and we did not see anything 
wrong about our work – we were just protecting our country, the 
USSR” (interview excerpts). 

Ukraine: Transition Reset
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Serhiy Oliferchuk, a lawyer from Kyiv, was born in 1972, and at 18 
years old soldier in the Soviet Army, working nearby Moscow in the 
town of Naro-Fominsk. He remembers many Ukrainians in the army, 
following Ukraine’s independence, including himself, immediately 
displaying the ‘Tryzub’ (the state coat of arms of Ukraine) on their 
belt buckles. This demonstrated their newly gained sense of national 
identity, but the commanders were very angry about it. As a result, 
when around that time Serhiy requested vacation time to go back 
to his family in Kyiv. He was put in a military jail, instead. His father 
helped him escape the detention and as soon as he got home, 
Serhiy joined the Ukrainian Army. This made him one of few soldiers 
who took oaths of allegiance to two different countries – the Soviet 
Union and Ukraine. Serhiy often reflects upon this split of identity 
and the multiple identities that continue to mark the lives of many of 
the citizens of the former Soviet Union. 

Not everyone feels affected by the changes and even of those who 
do, not everyone feels positively affected. Aleksandr Dmitriev, who 
was born in 1973 and is a designer from Odessa remembers: “In 
the Soviet times my parents worked in a restaurant in Odessa. Work 
was good and they and I had many options to choose from, despite 
all the bandits. Now life has become much more difficult, there is 

"Comradery", façade of a public building in Russian in Ukraine
Source: Olena Pravylo
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lots of competition and many more restaurants to keep pace with” 
(interview excerpt).

The Generation(s) of Transition

The generation born in the 70s vividly remembers the change of the 
system and can be considered to be the generation of transition. As 
teenagers, they experienced both perestroika and the dissolution of 
the Soviet system. This, too, is the generation that is most sceptical 
of transition, as its memories of the Soviet past are not just negative. 
The pseudo-security that the communist system provided was highly 
valued and is greatly mourned. Free healthcare is often mentioned 
as a social benefit that got lost in transition. This is not entirely true, 
as state healthcare continues to be almost entirely funded by the 
government. However, this does not mean its standards and quality 
are not heavily neglected. 

The generation of the 80s has different memories of the Soviet past. 
They recollect years of poverty and a shortage of food and clothing. 
Still, the transition was a greater challenge for the generation of the 
70s; it moved with the country from one period of life to another. 
 
Tonya Mishova was born in 1980, and describes her peers as the 
generation of ‘pretenders’. “We got prepared for life in a certain 
system, but we found ourselves in another one. We were not sure 
whether we are taking the right roles in our society now, we lost 
confidence, we were instilled with insecurities but kept going. We did 
not know how to be and this is why we pretended we did know. We 
pretend to be European too, but we are not. The next generation is 
really free, but ours is not” (interview excerpt). 

Pretending is common in times of change; faking an 
activity for the sake of imitating normality becomes 

normal. Persepolis, an Iranian comic-book, captures a 
similar moment – the family has no food but the mother is 
boiling water, pretending she is cooking, because if you have 
something to cook, you are not poor and if you are not poor, 
everything is normal. 

Ukraine: Transition Reset
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“I only came to realise that perestroika has changed the country 
when I moved to the city from my hometown. I was smoking on 
the balcony watching a family of three collecting cigarette stubs 
for the father. These were times when people were really starving”, 
remembers Taras Donenko, a designer born in 1977. “The younger 
generation knows no fear. It was born free and is not afraid to act. My 
generation is full of fears” (interview excerpt). 

As is to be expected, the generation born in the 80s has fewer 
memories of the collapse of the Soviet Union, but remembers the 
hardships and poverty of their childhood. Many of them are filled 
with remorse, because of the shortages and the difficult upbringing 
they suffered through. 

Another interesting aspect 
revealed by the interviews 
is the sense of unity and 
solidarity Ukrainians 
share. Two-thirds of the 
interviewees testify that 
nowadays, as opposed to 
the Soviet times, there is a 
real sense of solidarity. The 
new wave of volunteerism 
that emerged after the 
Euromaidan protests is one 
example of the ability of 
Ukrainians to stick together. 
However, the other third of 
the respondents speaks with 
nostalgia about the informal 
networks of support that 
existed before 1991, which 
were based on mutual 
everyday support. They testify 
that this type of neighbourly 
help is very rare now. Public discussion, Kyiv

Source: Olena Pravylo
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People’s memories about transition and their 
understandings about them are very diverse and 

polarised. They are also very individualised and are based on 
the personal experiences or stories of the families a person has 
grown up with. Rather than being one grand narrative, they are 
associated with the personal choices individuals made in these 
difficult times. 

1991 was a watershed for everyone, but many acknowledge that 
the changes began prior to that. For some, Gorbachev’s perestroika 
is the historical moment of change, but for others, the Chernobyl 
disaster is the symbol of the fall of the Soviet system, as trust was 
irreversibly breached. And while the fall of the Berlin wall has been 
noted, it is 1991 and not 1989 that marked the beginning of the 
transition. Everyone agrees that the transformation is not over and 
the elder generation admits it has made a mistake in being silent 
about the communist past. 

Ukraine: Transition Reset

"Director", sign on the door of a public administrative building in Russian in Ukraine 
with office hours
Source: Olena Pravylo
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“We wanted to let the youth enter a bright future, free from the 
burden of the past. We realise we were not right” testifies one of the 
elder interviewees. The challenges related to the past are many, as 
Taras Donenko, born in 1977, stated: “We will know transition is over 
when the people in the public service start smiling and behaving 
like normal people, not from a position of power, just like in the old 
days” (interview excerpt). The latter alludes to problems of inherited 
‘Soviet-style’ structures in politics and institutions and persistent 
centralisation – challenges, shared by many post-communist 
and post-Soviet countries. Our research and other encounters, 
organised for the project, have demonstrated that, while we share 
commonalities with all post-communist countries, the similarities are 
even bigger among the former Soviet republics. For these countries, 
transition is similarly chaotic and reforms similarly weak. 

Through the work of the Transition Dialogue Network, we were 
able to put our experience in a comparative context, explore new 
venues of engagement and new formats of dialogue. At the 2016 
Worpswede Bienalle, the work of 29 Ukrainian artists was presented 
under the title of Transformation. Key areas of our work are de-
communisation (including in Luhansk and Donetsk), dealing with 
nostalgia and the effects of ignoring the memories of the Soviet past 
and using the tools of civic dialogue and videos for education.
 

Lessons for Civic Education

One of the main objectives of the work of the Cultural Congress 
is to map the people of Ukraine’s understanding and experience 
of transition. Our focus is not only on the political, but also on the 
social, cultural, public, and urban space transition captured in their 
personal stories. At the same time, the picture is complicated by 
events like the annexation of Crimea, the Russian invasion and war 
in Eastern Ukraine and Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs), and our 
society is deeply polarised. 
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There is a growing awareness that most of our problems 
stem from the unfinished transition and the unchallenged 

Soviet legacies. At the same time, we are not engaged in a 
large-scale discussion about who we want to be, what our 
national identity is and how we want to deal with our Soviet 
heritage. 

This is the gap we are trying to address with our work. The generation 
of transition has a key role to play in this process, as this is the 
generation that is most active in formulating and executing reforms 
and helping the younger generation find its role in this process. In this 
respect, this generation is not very different from the same generation 
in other parts of the world, where it is involved in launching start-
ups, running NGOs, and providing creative and collaborative spaces 
for new ideas. The freedom to travel, highly cherished by all our 
interviewees as a newly gained freedom in transition, has aided the 
transitional generation in following the same trends as many of their 
peers from around the world.  

We have identified that dialogue on the local level is a key tool to 
map, but also to challenge, beliefs and attitudes related to the past 
that result in polarisation nowadays. An inter-generational dialogue is 
also an important component. We were able to discern that conflicts 
in society are to a large extent a problem due to the lack of dialogue 
between two conflicting versions of memory, and culture and art as 
mediums have an important role to play in facilitating harmonisation 
between these groups. Transitional dialogue is a useful comparative 
platform to look into Ukrainian’s shared past, their beliefs and their 
and attitudes, and to challenge these and use other country’s 
experience in addressing them. This, however, should not be a 
process that evokes nostalgia, as it is skilfully used as a propaganda 
tool for a communist past that never was. 

Ukraine: Transition Reset
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​​Below is a list of the organisations who founded the network and 
whose work was mainly coordinated by the efforts of German-
Russian Exchange and Sofia Platform.​
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German-Russian Exchange (DRA) in​​ Berlin​​ works with its partner 
organisation, the German-Russian Exchange in St. Petersburg, and 
numerous partners in Germany, Russia, Belarus and Ukraine and 
various other European countries, to establish a strong civil society 
in the East and the West. DRA facilitates ​the creation of ​networks ​
between different ​sections of society​ -​ businesses​, ​state institutions, 
educational ​institution, scientific and religious groups.​ ​DRA​ in 
cooperation with partners, organises advanced training and other 
educational projects related to a range of areas, including freedom​ 
of the press​, promotion of small businesses, memory politics, civic 
education, conflict prevention, organisational development and the 
environment. DRA is the host of the Transition Dialogue Network 
project and the Secretariat of the EU-Russia Civil Society Forum.

​Sofia Platform, Bulgaria​

​​Sofia Platform​ has a two-fold mission: promoting awareness of 
Bulgaria's communist past using methods of historical dialogue 
and civic education, and the provision of training; and exchanging 
knowledge and experiences with countries in transition to 
democracy, in both Europe and North Africa.​ ​Launched in 2011 
in Bulgaria, Sofia Platform's main objective is to promote liberal 
values by acknowledging the local context of countries in transition 
and reflecting the need for knowledge to be shared between the 
countries. The concept, successfully established by Sofia Platform, is 
based on a comparison of transitional experiences. This was obtained 
through research and dialogue between civil society and the political 
leaders of four transitional blocks: Central Eastern Europe (former 
Communist states), the Middle East and North African countries, the 
Western Balkans and the Eastern Partnership countries.
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Knowledge at Work Foundation (Stiftung Wissen am Werk), 
Croatia

Knowledge at Work Foundation (Stiftung Wissen am Werk) was 
founded in 2015 in Zagreb, Croatia as an initiative of a number of 
Croatian businessmen and educators. The Foundation focuses 
on cooperation and linking economic and educational sectors. It 
encourages young talent to get into ​the work force, the strategic and 
sustained orientation of education towards business practice, and 
the strengthening or Croatia's international competitiveness. The 
Foundation's goal is to reinforce international ties – especially with 
Croatia's traditional, German-speaking connections (i.e. Germany, 
Austria and Switzerland).​ ​The Knowledge at Work Foundation 
aims to promote:​ ​innovation, excellence and competence​; equal 
opportunities​; mobility, knowledge transfers and exchanges​; 
international networking, especially with partners and institutions 
from German-speaking countries​; competitiveness and the 
identification and utilisation of knowledge to benefit the domestic 
labour market.​ ​Our strategic partners are the Erste Foundation and 
the German Commerce Chamber. The Foundation is also sponsored 
by the Austrian, German and Swiss embassies in Croatia. In our third 
cycle of the four projects directed at the high school and primary 
school pupils and their educators, the Foundation is successfully 
working with almost 50 companies and 30 Croatian schools.

Perspective3, Germany

Perspective3 unites activists from the 3rd Generation – those born 
between 1975 and 1985 – from East Germany and beyond. Starting 
from the experience and perspective of this generation they aim to 
contribute to the public discourse on questions of common socio-
political relevance. Perspective3 does projects in the sphere of 
science, culture and education.
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Sakharov Centre, Russia

Sakharov Centre was founded in the 1990s in Moscow, Russia and 
was originally focused on the creation of permanent museum 
exhibitions, library collections, temporary exhibits, and historical 
research. In 2009, the main priority of the Centre shifted towards 
a robust discussion programme. Since then, leading specialists 
and opinion-makers have been invited to participate in debates, 
seminars, public lectures, and panel discussions. These activities 
have attracted numerous young, educated, and socially conscious 
people.

Congress of Cultural Activists, Ukraine

Congress of Cultural Activists is an ​organisation comprised of 
creative professionals based in Kiyv, Ukraine, who wish to increase 
cross-cultural collaboration on a global scale, and encourage 
activism as a method to move societies forward. The Congress team 
is committed to improving dialogue between Ukraine's regions, 
development by means of culture, and the integration of culture 
in national social and economic development strategies.​ ​The key 
focuses of our in-country activities and international projects are 
supported by cultural and creative industry professionals, and the 
development of urban communities through the empowerment of 
active citizens. We strongly believe in advocacy for culture as a driver 
of economic development. The organisation is part of the Alliance of 
Culture, a Ukrainian platform for civil society and public authorities, 
where the national Cultural Development Strategy 2015-2025 was 
created. It is also a member of Culture Action Europe, the biggest 
umbrella organisation to represent the cultural sector at a European 
level.
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​PLURAL Association, Romania

​​PLURAL Association was established in 2012, with the goal of 
promoting socio-economic, cultural, ethnic, gender, religious and 
political diversity in Romania. PLURAL's main activities are shaped 
in order to create informal citizenship education in the spirit of 
democracy, social equity and non-discrimination. The association 
has taken part in over 30 international projects, organising youth 
exchanges and seminars for multipliers on topics such as anti-
discrimination, gender roles, ethnic minorities, European identity 
and conflict management. Moreover, PLURAL is highly involved in 
several national-level and European-level networks, which promote 
citizenship education, a remembrance culture and gender equity.
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