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The world I grew up in – the Cold War world – no longer exists.  When I attended university, there were two superpowers: the USA and the USSR, and relations between them were at best frosty.  We now know that from the later 1970s at latest the economy of the USSR was faced with numerous serious challenges amounting to a real crisis that would in the end lead to that state’s collapse.  But when I began university toward the end of the 1970s, the weakness of the USSR was apparent in its abysmal human rights’ record, repressive politics, and low standard of living.  At the same time, nearly everyone assumed that the strength of the Soviet military and of the party control would assure its long survival.  Indeed, in the 1970s some political commentators argued that the USSR and the capitalist world were becoming more similar – so-called “convergence theory,” and saw in this “convergence” another sign of the USSR’s long-term stability.


The world has changed since 1989.  Nowhere is that banal fact more obviously true than here in Warsaw, the heart of East-Central Europe and the capital of the largest (by population) of the defunct and unmourned “Soviet block.”  The collapse of communism here twenty years ago reverberated not only in political and economic spheres, but also in culture and scholarship.  In the United States, for example, the collapse of communism in the late 1980s and early 1990s had a huge impact on research and teaching of Russian and “Eastern European” history.  In my comments here, I would like to touch on just a few areas in which the events starting in 1989 have transformed the world, in the economic, political, and cultural-scholarly spheres.


Some of those changes can clearly be seen in the program for this conference.  First of all, we notice the participants: young scholars from Poland and a number of “post-communist” independent countries presenting their work in Polish and in English.  Secondly, we note the diverse topics covered by these papers that range from politics to scholarship to diplomacy and cover a number of countries from Poland to Latvia to Mongolia – and back!  Finally, the high level of these student-scholars’ work and the absence of overt political-ideological verbiage, the so-called “wooden language” very familiar to anyone who remembers the USSR or Eastern Europe before 1989.  The presentations at this conference represent the scholarly work of a new generation that has grown up in the post-communist era, free – or at least more free – of the ideological blindness of either the communist or Cold Warrior era.  All of these changes indicate to me that the year 1989 will be remembered as a key date in world history, just as 1517, 1789, 1848, or 1914 are.


I spent summer 1989 in Krakow, enrolled in Szkoła Letnia języka polskiego but in fact spending more time at the Jagiellonian library doing work for my doctoral disseration.  Many of us of the older generation will remember empty shops, hard-currency Pewex stores, and changing dollars on the black market.  All of those things were very much alive in summer 1989.  The victory of Solidarnosc in the elections of 4 June 1989 spelled the beginning of the end for that world, but we did not yet know it.  The creation of the first non-communist government led by Tadeusz Mazowiecki in August was a further step toward a democratic system and market economy, but the regimes in Berlin, Prague – and Moscow – seemed stable, and nobody knew what the future would bring.  By the end of that year, communism in Eastern Europe had collapsed in a series of amazing, astonishing, and – for people of my generation – emotional events.  That autumn I watched on television in my Helsinki dormitory scenes of the destruction of the Berlin Wall and the “Velvet revolution” in Prague.  After Christmas on a restaurant TV in Budapest we watched the execution of Nicolae Ceausescu.  Most amazing of all, the Soviet Union did not come to the aid of its communist satellites as in 1956 and 1968.  When the following year I took a train from Leningrad (as it was still known) to Warsaw, arriving here just hours before 1 January 1990, already the economy in Poland was taking off (the trip cost the same, in a sleeper car, as a pack of Marlboros!).  I returned to Leningrad with huge bags of food and offended the cashier at my dormitory (Institut im. Gertsena)’s cafeteria by remarking “V Pol’she zhivut po-chelovecheski” – by which I did not mean that “russkie ne liudi” but rather that the Soviet system – especially in these final days of communism – forced people to live in a brutal, tense, and inhuman way.  Still, we did not suspect that just over  year later communism in Russia would be a spent force, to paraphrase Trotsky, “swept up into history’s wastebin.”


The passing of the USSR into history with the end of 1991 meant a new era for world history.  The USA remained as the sole world superpower, causing some American conservative commentators to gloat about the “end of history” – too soon, as we soon learned.  The disappearance of the USSR led to shifts in power politics, from the entry of Finland, Austria, and Sweden into the European Union in the mid-1990s.  In the middle east, the encouragement by the USSR for Arab hostility against Israel (and even, indirectly, of Libyan-supported terrorism) disappeared, helping pave the way for peace treaty between Jordan and Israel (1994), though unfortunately we still wait for a more comprehensive peace in the region.  Most importantly, perhaps, the former “satellite nations” of Eastern Europe began to draw closer to the rest of Europe, symbolized by the entry of Poland and nine other countries to the EU in 2004.  No longer did Europe end on the Elbe River, as so many westernizers seemed to think before 1989.


Back in the USA, attitudes toward “Eastern Europe” and Poland have changed significantly in the past twenty years.  Take, for example, university students and scholars.  In the 1980s it was typical for a large university to have two or even three professors of Russian history (I speak of my own field as I know it best) and perhaps one of “Eastern European history.”  Now, interest in Russian history has shrunk, fewer Americans learn Russian than twenty years ago (unfortunately those numbers were never very high), while interest in “East-Central Europe” has grown modestly.  For my students, Russia is no longer of particular interest – in any case, it certainly is not the hugely interesting place for them that the USSR was for me as a young student.  Rather, it is one of many large and far-away places – like Brazil or Indonesia, but certainly not as vitally important for American interests (and everyday life) as countries like China, India, Mexico, or Japan.


One negative outcome of the end of the Cold War has been a shrinking of funds to study “Eastern Europe” (and Studium Europy Wschodniej, now celebrating its ten year anniversary, stands in notable and praiseworthy contrast).  There are fewer graduate students, fewer jobs, and less specific funding to study this part of the world.  On the other hand, just as Poland has become better integrated into Europe and the world since 1989, the study of Poland (and other East-Central European countries) is no longer studied in isolation but compared with general European and world developments.   Poland has become increasingly a “normal country”, and research into Polish history and politics have correspondingly become “normal.”  Take one issue: the painful memory of Poland’s Jewish past and relations between Poles and Jews.  Starting with the famous article of 1987 by Professor Jan Blonski, “The Poor Poles look at the Ghetto,” a vigorous, at times angry, but in the end very positive debate over the nature of Polish-Jewish relations has developed.  Symbolic of the positive dialogue that has taken place about this controversial topic is the future Museum for the History of Polish Jews (Muzeum historii polskich Zydow) on plac Bohaterow Geta.  It is increasingly recognized that Polish history is not just historii Polakow, that Poland was, to quote the title of Professor Tomaszewski’s important work, the fatherland of not just ethnic Poles (Ojczyzna nie tylko Polaków).

Here a few words about the institution that has hosted me for this very interesting year of Jubilees in Warsaw (50 years of the Fulbright program, 90 years of Polish-American diplomatic relations, 20 years since the fall of communism).  Studium Europy Wschodniej, also celebrating its 10th anniversary last autumn, has come to play a vital role in bringing together scholars and students interested in the past and present of “Eastern Europe” understood in the broadest possible way, stretching from Prague to Vladivostok, from Murmansk to Dushanbe, from Toshkent to Tbilisi.  As the largest of the new EU members, Poland has a crucial role to play as a bridge between “east” and “west” and Studium Europy Wschodniej, continuing the interwar tradition of the Wilno and Warsaw institutes for eastern European studies, is already a major institution in that process of educating young Poles and students from other EU and non-EU countries.  It has been a privilege to be associated with this institution during this year.

“Studium” is one example of the huge changes that have taken place here in the past twenty years.  During this period, Poland has developed a vigorous – some might say, too vigorous – and well-functioning democratic political system and a successful market economy.  In both cases, the transformation was not easy.  While we may complain about the weaknesses of the present party system or of individual politicians, one can hardly argue that Poland is in this regard significant worse off than other countries, and not just formerly communist ones.  The success of Polish democracy can also be seen in the open and intelligent political debates in the press, whether one prefers Gazeta Wyborcza, Rzeczpospolita, Tygodnik Powszechny, or even Nasz Dziennik.

Transforming a planned economy into an market system was only accomplished with a good deal of human suffering, high unemployment, and dislocation.  Obviously much remains to be done, but it is impossible not to notice – even in a time of world economic crisis – that Poles are now returning home to work, and that unemployment figures remain significantly lower than those of the 1990s.  For someone who has been visiting Poland since the 1980s, usually at least once a year and often for months at a time, the economic changes have been amazing.  Gone – with few exceptions – are the maluchy,  polonezy, and “duze fiaty”, replaced by many – probably too many – new automobiles that differ little from those in any other country.  Warsaw’s skyline has also changed: at first the Palac Nauk I Kultury im. Jozefa Stalina was challenged by the Marriott on one side, and the Holiday Inn on the other.  By now the spire of the Palac must compete with the skyscrapers of 21st-century Warsaw.  Warsaw has, in the course of twenty years, become a thriving economic center for East-Central Europe, not just for Poland alone.  And Poles increasingly expect to have a lifestyle like that of other Europeans, something that would have seemed unbelievable in 1988.

Amidst all these changes, have Poles themselves been transformed?  I would say yes.  Young Poles recognize – probably more than their American counterparts, my students – that to prosper in a global economy, one must be able to compete globally.  Increasingly it is common – and I see this as a very positive change – for Poles to spend some time studying and working abroad before settling down.  So, does this mean that, as some darkly complain, the end of Polish national identity?  I very much doubt it.  It means, rather, that – as throughout history – Polish national identity is changing with the times.  Young Poles no longer need to don a kontusz and żupan to show their polskosc.  Poles have become normal Europeans, normal world citizens, with more or less the same joys and concerns as others.  Perhaps this “normalcy,” banal and everyday as it may seem, is the greatest transformation of all.
