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Do the collapse of communism and the enlargement of the European Union/NATO undermine the
rationale for Russian and East European Studies?

The fall of the Iron Curtain was the beginning of a massive geopolitical change that had also its consequences on the
way scientists analysed this region of the globe. The shock wave reached the academic world paired with
accusations of failing to predict the unexpected demise of the socialist experiment. The critic against established
specialists of the communist states, so called Sovietologists, came also from fellow academicians based in traditional
fields of social sciences[1]. As a consequence, the 1990s were the scene of an intense debate over appropriate
theories and especially methods used in analysing the post-socialist states. Area studies with their inductive
approach found themselves in a defensive position[2]. Despite that over the years the discussion between area
studies representatives and discipline specialists subsided, the position of area studies remains under pressure in
the academic world.

This essay argues in favour of a strongly established regional study, despite the heterogeneous development among
the post-socialist countries. It claims that there is a rational to train students and undertake research specialised in
the region with an inductive approach proper to area studies.

The first part of the essay discusses the question of a spatial definition of Russia and Eastern Europe and its
implication on research. It argues that a quest for a precise definition is impossible, even undesirable. The second
part examines the consequences of this loose definition of space for area studies and presents a non-exhaustive
number of fundamental arguments arguing in favour of area studies.

The Area and its Borders: Eventually a Futile Definition

Precisely defining the object of research is part of every scientist’s basic work. “From Stettin in the Baltics to Trieste
in the Adriatic”, the criteria of delimitation as drawn by Churchill at the beginning of the Cold War, was the socialist
political and economical system. With the collapse of the Soviet empire, this norm vanished. While the Russian
Federation is a recognised entity in regards towards international law, Eastern Europe revels itself as a much fussier
unit, the European integration eastwards being only one of the factors of this definitional quagmire.

Different approaches to characterise Eastern Europe emerged through time, often reflecting their author’s research
agenda or political views. Most famously Kundera (1988) advocated for a return of Central Europe to the European
civilisation. The Czech author defined the Orthodox Russian influence as being part of another civilisation[3] and
therefore questioning the rational for a common analysis. Mirroring the focus on political science, Wolff (1994)
explained Eastern Europe’s difference to the western part of the continent by the late development of statehood it had
experienced, talking in reference of another non-European region, as being a “semi-Orient”. The Economist (2010)
represents a contemporary example of how Eastern Europe is defined: it simply ceased to exist as a separate region.
With the telling title “Mud, Vodka, chaos and crime? Not anymore” the point is argued that states of Eastern Europe
are more dynamic than older EU member states on the Union’s southern rim. The anonymous author even proposes
an alternative denomination to overcome the negative association with the term Eastern Europe by labelling these
countries “ACES” (Advancing Countries of Europe). Whatever the seriousness of the outlined attempts to define
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logical unites of analysis, they remain largely unsatisfactory. Such definitions of Eastern Europe are more or less
linked to subjective value criteria anchored in a euro-centrist perspective.

However, the primary failure of attempts to seize a fix area of analysis is in the inability to capture other regions of the
former Soviet Union, such as the Caucasus and Central Asia, and the specificities they generate in terms of research
methodology. The former Soviet Republics of the Caucasus and Central Asia seem to present a double-challenge of
analysis nowadays. The political and ideological expansion of the EU and especially energy related factors are
driving these countries in the EU’s orbit. At the same time however, the pre-Soviet history and contemporary regional
dynamics of these regions are profoundly different than the Eastern European or Russian experience. So does it
make sense to put all these former Soviet Republics together with Russia and Eastern Europe in the same analytical
basket, or would not for example Middle Eastern Studies be more appropriate to cover these regions? The critics of
Huntington’s (1996) post-socialist civilisation theses have illustrated the problematic in defining large and fix
analytical blocs. His division of civilisations along religious or ethnic lines is not only inconsistent, but it also fails to
explain the realities on the ground[4]. Finally, theories from Kundera or Huntington are also implying a fix entity from
which Eastern Europe or the Eurasian CIS countries could demarcate themselves. But is Russia despite being a
state, not a multi-national entity? While for the research on international economic issues for example, counting
Russia as a single unit may be suitable, the research on nationality questions across the region might necessitate
another theoretical and methodological approach. How can a definitional trap of the region at study be avoided?

A promising approach to this methodological problematic is given by King (2010). He argues that the

“region as an analytical tool depends not on any perennial cultural, historical, or topographical features of the region
itself, but rather on the type of question that the analyst chooses to ask” (p. 98).

Such case specific definitions, King claims, are necessary because treating

“all twenty-seven (or more) transition countries as a natural set has an extremely limited benefit. In fact, we have
probably already reached the half-life of this particular method.”(p. 98)

Advocating for a methodological paradigm beyond a strict geographical definition is justified by a time factor. What
was once a unified political entity is evolving in different directions at different speeds. Furthermore King places his
method in the logic of a constructivist approach in international relation studies. That a definition of Eastern Europe
cannot be objective has been illustrated by Neumann (1998) in his analyse of European identity construction and the
role of “the East” for Europe in a process of “othering”[5]. The methodological approach described by King seems
nowadays to be the current practice in CREES. Depending on the topic – whether EU integration or Central Asia –
the analytical horizon is extended beyond the post-communist countries and includes if necessary useful benchmarks
for comparison.

Area studies and its challenges

While it might be argued that methods derived from the research question lead in practice to a fragmentation of area
studies, it is not to the disadvantage of this academic modus. As different geographers demonstrated (Anderson,
2009; Knox and Marston, 2006), major processes such as globalisation remain despite their international
appearance, locally embedded[6]. Area specialists with their local expertise, cutting across theories, can contribute
to a more refined interpretation of these developments. Although experts of narrow social science disciplines might
have a theoretical advantage in generalising their findings and addressing larger issues, their deductive approach
leads to an important degree of abstraction. Cooper (2000) sees the exchange of area studies and specialised
disciplines as a necessary evolution of this academic branch[7]. Therefore the specific skills an area specialist
acquires during his training are necessary to complement and challenge concepts elaborated by discipline theorists.

The area studies’ aim to understand the dynamics in the post-socialist countries in a holistic way does obviously not
reflect the practical possibilities of the work of single scientists. Nevertheless, the concrete demands for solid area
studies demand a wider cultural knowledge including language skills. While research becomes specialised in a sub-
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region and a discipline in order to be innovative and more than descriptive (unlike Sovietology), teaching needs to
maintain a larger approach to area studies. The Nuffield Language Enquiry in 2000 portrayed a decline of Russian
language programmes among UK universities (Hutchings). Such an evolution leads not only to the decline of art-type
Russian programmes, but also to the inability to provide social science students with the necessary language skills
for in-depth examination of the post-soviet space. Certainly Russian is not the lingua franca it used to be, but still
remains on of the most practical options to access non-English, regional sources without overloading the curriculum
of undergraduate or master students. However, learning and using truly local languages for research purposes
represents a qualitative potential for research in the future.

The constant challenges that area studies face in renewing themselves, is illustrated by the widely discussed role of
legacies. The last few years have seen a small but noticeable shift in economic and political science towards the
analysis of all sorts of legacies. Even though the analytical category of legacies lacks of consistent theory and seems
to be used accordingly loose (Cooper, 2010), this sensitiveness for the importance of the historical context lead to an
increase in institutionalist scholarships[8]. Including contextualised analyses is now even present in international
bodies such as the World Bank, which appoints anthropologists and other area specialists to obtain a bottom-up
perspective of problems. On the other hand, legacies might be over-interpreted and the more recent experiences
overlooked. At first, the study of legacies seems to be made for area specialist, but the danger of falling back on a
narrow regional interpretation should be considered.

Conclusions

Contemporary Russian and East European area studies moved beyond descriptive methods consolidating mythic
views such as portrayed by Tyutchev’s or Churchill’s famous quotes about Russia[9]. Producing credible and cutting-
edge research, resulted in an increased use of social science theories produced by discipline experts as well as the
specialisation and fragmentation of area studies in smaller regional and topical entities. Indeed this trend seems to be
salutary for the survival of area studies. But at the same time, a broad based teaching should not neglect the specific
assets of our field: regional or local language skills and the critical mind-set of inductive methodology, so important
not only for our research area, but academia in general.
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[1] See Hanson (2009) and Saxonberg (2003) for an overview of the critic.

[2] See Bunce (1995)

[3] A similar view can be attributed to Churchill. While defining the dividing line of the Iron Curtain, he continued in his
famous speech by talking of “the historical cities of Central and Eastern Europe” in reference to the capitals of these
countries. While at the same time the political system was acknowledged to separate Europe, the region therefore
remained part of a European civilisation in his view.

[4] An example of such oversimplification could be his interpretation of conflicts between the Christian and Muslim
world. In the case of the Caucasian wars, it has been demonstrated that religion played only a secondary role at first.
In the ongoing conflicts, despite being a mobilisation factor, religion is closely dependent on clan and tribe structures
for instance (see Zürcher, 2007).

[5] Not only social scientist have illustrated this fact. A very telling account in the research for “the East”, is the
account by the German author Büscher (2004) of his journey on foot from Berlin to Moscow. Like an absconding
horizon, being in “the East” was never recognised by the local people he met, illustrating the relative definition of this
term.

[6] The normative interactions between the processes on the global and local scale are referred to as “glocalisation”.
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See Knox and Marston (2006).

[7] Examples of such contributions by area specialists are Zürcher (2007) and Wilkinson (2009). The former verifies
and challenges established conflict theories with a detailed case study of post-soviet wars in the Caucasus. The
latter’s PhD work in critical security studies focuses on the Kirgiz people’s perception of security. While using
established theories, it necessitates a broader knowledge about the region people live in as well as the language they
use to express their perceptions.

[8] See North et al. (2007) for a theory of the role of institutions. Connolly (2009) for a practical application in the
study of post-socialist economies; Ledeneva (2006) for a study of informal practices and institution in contemporary
Russia.

[9] Tyutchev: “Russia cannot be understood with the mind alone / No ordinary yardstick can span her greatness /
She stands alone, unique / In Russia, one can only believe”. Churchill: “Russia is a riddle wrapped in a mystery
inside an enigma”.

—
Written by: author name withheld

 Written at: University of Birmingham, Centre for Russian and East European Studies
 Written for: Dr. Katarina Wolczuk

 Date written: December 2011

About the author:

The author/s of this content have been verified by E-international Relations, but wish to remain anonymous.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

E-International Relations ISSN 2053-8626 Page 5/5

http://www.tcpdf.org

