
First of all, a belated Happy New 
Year to all BASEES members!  As 
I am sure none of you will need 
reminding, the year 2011 has 
symbolic resonance for many of us, 
since it is the 20th anniversary of 
the fall of the Soviet Union. I want to 
dedicate this editorial to a brief, and 
unavoidably superficial, reflection on 
the significance of the anniversary. 
 
It is, for example, worth dwelling a 
little on that much bandied-around 
term ‘post-Soviet’. One important 
consideration, of course, is that, for 
a variety of reasons, ‘post-Soviet’ 
does not mean the same as ‘post-
communist’. Let us on one hand not 
forget that the end of communism in 
Eastern Europe came before the end 
of the Soviet Union. Yet, on the other 
hand, whilst the era of the Soviet 
Union is gone for good, China and 
Cuba are testament to the fact that 
communism, in name at least, retains 
a place on the global political map. 
And, closer to home, whilst Eastern 
Europe is undeniably ‘post-communist’, 
it would seem odd to describe it as 
‘post-Soviet’ (even though the Soviet 
Union was key to the establishment 
of communist regimes there). The 
relationship between the two terms 
is interesting and complex, no doubt, 
but we in BASEES know better than to 
conflate them; to do so would probably 
be to indulge in a form of pseudo-
imperialist condescension to which our 
Central and East European contingent 
would rightly object. Yet to understate 
the role played by the Soviet Union (and 
Russia) in imposing communist regimes 
in post-War Eastern Europe would 
attract equally justifiable accusations of 
apologist complacency.

From the point of view of those living in 
the former Soviet republics (including 
Russia), the answer to the deceptively 
simple question ‘what does it mean 

to be post-Soviet?’ requires the same 
careful separation out of the ‘post-
communist’ from the ‘post-Soviet’.  
But nor is it anything like sufficient to 
attribute the peculiarity of the post-
Soviet to the primacy of Russia within 
the Soviet Union. The post-Soviet is 
palpably not the same as the post-
colonial, which is why efforts to apply 
to the former Soviet Union theories 
of post-colonialism developed in very 
different contexts frequently fail to 
convince. Whatever the case, it is clear 
that the fall of the Soviet Union has 
more than just given new impetus to 
the study of the history of that country; 
it has generated what amount to whole 
new fields dedicated to pinning down 
just what sort of an entity the USSR 
was. And the sudden availability of 
hitherto suppressed archival materials, 
as well as the opening up of multiple 
new channels of communication 
between East and West, has ensured 
that scholars have no shortage of tools 
with which to work.

The likely durability of such fields is 
bound up with the related question 
of when, or even whether, the terms 
‘post-Soviet’ and ‘post-communist’ 
will themselves become redundant and 
pass into history. I suspect that in 1991 
(and during the heady days of the early 
post-Soviet years) many of us might 
have found it hard to believe that we 
would still be using the terms with such 
regularity in 2011. But then, we should 
be mindful of the fact that the terms are 
far more prevalent in the discourse of 
western academics than they are in that 
of their East European counterparts. 
Does the continued use of a term like 
‘post-Soviet’, then, say more about 
the condescending arrogance, or  >> 
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>>  Cold War mentality, of the cultures 
of the people who use it, than it does 
about the cultures designated as ‘post-
Soviet’? Or, does the very refusal of 
some East Europeans to acknowledge 
and account for the enduring legacy of 
the Soviet experience in their thinking 
simply confirm that the post-Soviet 
mentality is alive and well?

The reasons why the labels in question 
have endured so stubbornly are 
not hard to surmise and have been 
discussed elsewhere in far greater 
depth than is possible within a short 
editorial piece of this sort. Assumptions 
in the early 1990s that free market 
principles and democratic governments 
would soon reign supreme across the 
whole of the post-communist space 
have proved premature to say the least. 
From Central Asia, through Russia to 
Belarus, authoritarian regimes of one 
sort or another remain in power. Even 
the likes of Bulgaria and Hungary seem 
at times to be finding it hard to conform 
precisely to the models we wished 
upon them. The so-called ‘colour 
revolutions’ in states like Ukraine have 
all but faded from memory. The former 
Yugoslavia exploded to produce some 
of the worst ethnic conflict Europe 
has seen in recent times and the 
resentments that caused it have not 
been stilled. The collapse of the Soviet 
state has released similar pent-up 
tensions; Chechnia and, increasingly 
the rest of the North Caucasus, are 
deeply troubled.  Some of the new EU 
accession countries are having to face 
on one hand economic policies driven 
by their larger western neighbours 
that, particularly in our newly austere 
times, may not favour them as much 
as they had hoped, and on the other 
hand an economically resurgent, newly 
assertive, Russia to their East.

Mention of the global financial crisis 
reveals several other dimensions to 
the issues we are discussing. It has 
produced some peculiar ironies which 
add a whole new layer of meaning 
to the terms ‘post-Soviet’ and ‘post-
communist’. For example, Vladimir 
Putin’s admonition of the United States 
at the opening of the 2009 World 
Economic Forum in Davos for being 
‘too socialist’ in its approach to the role 
of the state in rescuing hard-pressed 
national economies represents an 
inversion so dramatic that, rather than 

erase all memories of Russia’s Soviet 
past, it brings it into sharp focus. 
The crisis has also finally put paid to 
the ‘end of history’ and the ‘triumph 
of the western model’ arguments 
on which the ability to consign the 
Soviet experience to a comfortably 
distant past rested. In another irony, 
it is, curiously, the death of the Soviet 
Union which has finally relieved the 
progressive European left of the burden 
that it represented and opened up the 
possibility of a revitalisation of certain 
tenets of left-wing thinking. (The work 
of Slavoj Zizek is an example of a 
product of communist Eastern Europe 
able to perform that revitalisation 
from the reverse side, and, indeed, of 
the many fascinating intellectual and 
cultural hybrids that post-communism’s 
encounter with post-capitalism is 
generating.)

To coin a phrase, then, we are in a 
sense all ‘post-Soviet’ and ‘post-
communist’ now. However, this phrase 
is itself replete with multiple, and 
often ironic, meaning. Young people 
in the West too young to have been 
alive when the Soviet Union was still 
in existence can, and increasingly do, 
express their anger at global capitalism 
and the consumer society without 
having to agonise about becoming 
tarnished by association with the 
failed Soviet experiment. Yet, some 
young people in Russia (and elsewhere 
in Eastern Europe) are also ‘free’ to 
embrace anti-western ideologies in 
authoritarian, xenophobic-nationalist 
guise, unhampered by memories of the 
shadow of Stalinist oppression under 
which their parents and grandparents 
lived, and to which those ideologies are 
inextricably tied.

Cold War mentalities are proving 
resilient, too, in certain powerful circles 
in Western Europe and the United 
States, as well as in the former Soviet 
Union and Eastern Europe. Old Cold 
War tropes and rhetoric were dredged 
up with unseemly haste on both sides 
in the wake of the Litvinenko scandal 
in the UK, not to mention the South 
Ossetian war of 2008. Much more 
recently, I was struck by the contrast 
between the extensive coverage given 
by the BBC to the re-imprisonment of 
Mikhail Khodarkovskii in December 
2010, and the almost complete 
absence of reporting on the mass,  >> 

Conferences and 
Calls for papers

From Central to Digital: 
Television in Russia 
Russian State U for Humanities, 
Moscow, in collaboration with the 
University of Leeds
10–11 March 2011

Cultural Exchange:  
Russia and the West
University of Bristol, Graduate School 
of Arts and Humanities
11 April 2011

Transforming Politics:  
New Synergies
PSA Annual Conference, London
18–21 April 2011

Revisiting the Past, Recasting the 
Present: The Reception of Greek 
Antiquity in Music, 19th Century  
to the Present
Athens (co-organised by BASEES 
Study Group for Russian & East 
European Music)
1–3 July 2011

Music in Russia and the Soviet 
Union. Russian and Soviet Music: 
Reappraisal and Rediscovery
Music Dept., University of Durham
11–14 July 2011

British Perception and  
Reception of Russian Culture 18th–
20th Centuries
Fitzwilliam College Cambridge 
(Fitzwilliam Colloquium in Russian 
Studies)
31 August – 2 September 2011

Old Conflicts & New Media 
Bergen, Norway
31 August – 2 September 2011

Mikalojus Curlionis:  
His Time and Our Time
Vilnius
21–24 September 2011

ANNUAL CONFERENCE
The Annual Conference will take place 
in Fitzwilliam College, Cambridge from 
2-4 April 2011. The programme is 
available fro download on the website, 
as are abstracts of the papers. Online 
registration is available: for special 
rates, register before 1 March!

›
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Books

CONTEMPORARY ART 
IN EASTERN EUROPE 
Hardback, 240 pages, 
colour and b&w illus. 
ISBN: 978 1 906155 84 1 
Black Dog Publishing 

Ltd. RRP £29.95. Offer Price £17.97 
“An unabashed exploration of the 
most significant art being produced 
in Eastern Europe from 1960s to today”. 
Contact Jess Atkins for information: 
jess@blackdogonline.com

DIRECTORY OF 
WORLD CINEMA: 
RUSSIA
Edited by 
Birgit Beumers
Paperback. 

ISBN: 9781841503721
Intellect books. Price: £16 / $25
Contact Melanie Marshall 
for further information: 
melanie@intellectbooks.com

THE SOVIET UNION  
AT WAR
Edited by David Stone
ISBN 978-0691008530
Pen & Sword Books 
Ltd. Price £20.95

David Stone has put together a  
major new study written by a leading 
group of Second World War Soviet 
Military experts looking at how the 
Soviet Union waged war on the 
Eastern Front.

POLISH FAMILIES 
AND MIGRATION 
SINCE EU ACCESSION
By Anne White
ISBN 9781847428202 
The Policy Press 

Price £70 or £35 (discounted)via 
www.bath.ac.uk/esml/
polish-migration/books.html 
Based on 115 interviews with Polish 
mothers in the UK and Poland, as 
well as a specially-commissioned 
opinion poll, this book discusses 
recent Polish migration to the UK.

Tolstoy a hundred 
years on
A Conference held at Mansfield 
College, Oxford, 13-15 September 
2010. Organised by Joe Andrew  
for the Neo-Formalist Circle.

The conference, ‘Tolstoy A Hundred 
Years On’ was the latest in a line of 
‘anniversarial’ conferences organised 
by the Neo-Formalist Circle (N-FC) 
on nineteenth-century Russian 
writers, following equivalent events on 
Pushkin, Gogol, Chekhov, Turgenev 
and Dostoevsky, all held over the 
last ten years or so. Inspired by 
the Russian Formalists, the N-FC 
is nowadays a very ‘broad church’ 
with a wide range of methodological 
approaches adopted, though a focus 
on the text remains pre-eminent. At 
this conferences panels included 
‘Theoretical Issues in Tolstoy’, ‘Tolstoy 
on Stage and Screen’, and ‘The Power 
of Ideas in Tolstoy and Others’, while 
works discussed included Father 
Sergius, Anna Karenina, War and 
Peace, and Resurrection. As always, 
scholars came from all over the 
world, from Holland, the USA, Poland, 
Belgium, Australia, and Hungary, as 
well as many from the UK, of course.

The atmosphere at the N-FC 
conferences is always very stimulating 
and convivial. This is for several 
reasons. Although each conference 
attracts newcomers (and there were 
three débutants at this one), many of 
the participants have been attending 

for several decades. (This, in fact, 
was also the 40th anniversary of the 
Circle which first met in July 1970). 
As a result, discussions often feel 
like resuming a conversation with old 
friends. The meetings are also, in effect, 
symposia, in that virtually all attendees 
give papers, so there is a real sense of 
equality and participation. Discussions 
are always lively, and unintimidating. 
Last but nor least, the two evenings 
always end with an adjournment to 
one of the many excellent hostelries 
in Oxford, where American scholars 
reported their excitement at spotting 
‘Lewis’ and ‘Hathaway’ earlier in the day.

Another key ingredient of the success 
of meetings of the N-FC is that 
this energetic and lively debate is 
very much not ephemeral. All the 
proceedings are published, and this 
will happen again, so look out in about 
2012 for two or three volumes bearing 
the title, Tolstoy A Hundred Years On!

Joe Andrew

>>  racially-motivated violence that 
shook Moscow and cities throughout 
Russia for weeks in the same month. 
No less disturbing than the former, 
and surely no less significant, the 
riots nonetheless did not match the 
familiar Cold War models of Russian 
behaviour in the same way that the 
Khodarkovsky affair did. (The absence 
of comment was all the more striking 
given the scandal over the award of 
the 2018 World Cup to Moscow only 
a few weeks earlier, and given the 
fact that the riots were initiated by 
football fans.)

In short, then, it seems safe to predict 
that the communist experiment carried 
out on Eurasia and much of Eastern 
and Central Europe, is, for better or 
for worse, likely to remain central to 
BASEES agendas, and to the thinking 
of BASEES members, for some time to 
come. But then again I seem to recall 
that many (including me) were making 
similarly ‘safe’ predictions in the 1980s 
about the long-term durability of the 
Soviet Union!

Stephen Hutchings
University of Manchester

Joe 
Andrew



The “New Newsletter”

The BASEES newsletter has a new 
face. And it’s slimmer, since the 
bulk of information (committee 
membership, conference listings and 
such) is now available through the 
website and it seemed not necessary 
to duplicate material. Garth Terry 
continues to collate information for 
the newsletter, but the layout and 
printing is now done in Bristol. 

I hope that you like the new version. 
Above are the front pages from the 
first ever newsletter (published in 
1988 and reproduced here from the 
copy of its editor, Mike Basker), and 
the new version. Garth and myself 
would warmly welcome news and 
reports that you think would be of 
interest to the BASEES membership. 

Birgit Beumers 
BASEES Information (Press) Officer

AHRC and BASEES Postgraduate 
Workshop Report
A Practical Guide to the Russian  
and Post-Soviet Archives 
University of Oxford 
12-13 November, 2010

The event was sponsored by the AHRC 
Student-led Initiative scheme and 
BASEES. It also received generous 
support from the Faculty of History, 
Oxford and the School of History, UEA. 
Andy Willimott, Jonathan Waterlow 
and Samantha Sherry, started planning 
this workshop during a trip to Russian 
in early 2010. The organisers were 
keen to assist future scholars in the 
use of Post-Soviet archives, while also 
analysing the process of research itself.

The result was a well attended, 
multi-disciplinary event. Experienced 
scholars, such as Catriona Kelly, 
Catherine Merridale, Daniel Beer and 
Seth Graham presented a series of 
papers and keynotes. While a number 
PhD candidates recently returned from 
research tours, provided, Dan Healey 
reported, ‘particularly fascinating 
and useful’ talks that ‘displayed not 
just the ingenuity and enterprise of 
these young scholars ... but explicitly 
queried the intellectual basis for using 
archives and explored the impact of 
archival revelations and roadblocks’. 
These included an opening panel, 
reviewing sources from Early Modern, 
Revolutionary, Stalinist and Post-
Stalinist Russia. Across the two-day 

event, panels assessed how we 
research medical histories, memory, 
press, and the arts. The work on 
display, continued Dr Healey, ‘was 
of the highest international calibre’, 
competing with and outshining ‘the 
best graduate ... work in U.S. schools’. 

The audience of scholars and students 
also benefited from a number of 
break-away sessions, where individuals 
could seek the intellectual and practical 
advice of particular speakers. Timothy 
Blauvelt of the American Councils for 
International Education also provided a 
special talk on the unexplored archives 
and libraries of Georgia. 

Following the success of this event a 
number of workshop papers shall be 
posted as podcasts on Oxford iTunes 
U - Collection. The organisers have 
also created a booklet, Using Archives 
and Libraries in the Former Soviet 
Union, containing practical information 
on a number of these institutions, a 
vocabulary guide, a sample archival 
registration letter, notes on visa 
application, a list of internet aids and 
much more. This will be distributed to 
University Libraries shortly, but please 
contact a.willimott@uea.ac.uk for 
further requests.  

Andy Willimott, BASEES Postgraduate 
Students’ Representative,  
University of East Anglia

4   BASEES Newsletter • February 2011

First BASEES 
newsletter, 1988

BASEES newsletter 
relaunch, 2011

UTREES: Database of Theses in Russian and  
East European Studies
This database, supported by the 
Modern Humanities Research 
Association (MHRA), has recently 
been updated with the addition 
of 185 recent theses from British 
and Irish universities in the field of 
Russian and East European studies 
broadly defined. UTREES now holds 
details of over 3,900 doctoral and 
selected masters’ theses from over 
100 institutions. The database has 

advanced search facilities and can 
be accessed free of charge at:  
http://utrees.mhra.org.uk.

Additions and corrections are 
welcomed. Please have a look  
and send your comments to  
utrees@mhra.org.uk .

Gregory Walker, Editor 
UTREES

BASEES/ROUTLEDGE SERIES  
ON RUSSIAN AND EAST EUROPEAN 
STUDIES

Routledge is proud to publish this 
series on behalf of BASEES. The 
primary aim of the series is to publish 
original, high-quality, research-level 
work by both new and established 
scholars, on all aspects of Russian, 
Soviet, post-Soviet and East European 
Studies in humanities and social 
science subjects. Works of synthesis, 
reference books, and student 
textbooks will also be considered. 
Submissions from prospective authors 
are welcomed, and should be sent in 
the first instance to the series editor: 
Professor Richard Sakwa (R.Sakwa 
@kent.ac.uk), Dept. of Politics & 
International Relations, University  
of Kent, Canterbury CT2 7NX.


