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What went wrong?  
Misconceptions of the End of the Cold War 
and some of their implications

The aim of this paper is to address widespread perceptions of the end the 

Cold War. It argues (from an ‘ex ante’ or ‘real time’ standpoint) that opposing 

political and ideological actors shared a perception which was highly flawed 

from an empirical and conceptual point of view. The paper addresses the 

question of why, how and when these misconceptions arose. 

1. Hindsight, Wrong Addresses, Predictions, Intellectual Fallout

Hindsight

In hindsight, the three decades which followed the end of the Cold War seem 

to have turned out to have been a disappointment. Indeed, History seems 

to have taken a ‘wrong turning’. For some, this happened in 1989, when the 

Berlin Wall ‘fell’, or when the Soviet Union dissolved. This kind of feeling is by 

no means confined to a specific political or cultural orientation. It can range 

from the disappointment on the ‘neoliberal’ side, to a ‘civil society’ orienta-

tion, or to Vladimir Putin’s famous deprecation of the collapse of the Soviet 

Union as “a major geopolitical disaster of the [20th] century” of the end of the 

Soviet Union.1 Eric Hobsbawm saw the entire period as the effect of a ‘land-

slide’: ”the history of the twenty years after 1973 is that of a world which lost 

its bearings and slid into instability and crisis”.2

As one of Barack Obama’s advisors pointed out “many of the people who 

work in American foreign policy today [2018] were shaped by the experi-

ence of the 1990s, when the United States was ascendant. The Berlin Wall 

had come down. Democracy was spreading across Eastern Europe, Latin 

America, and East Asia. Russia was on its back foot, and China had not yet 
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risen. We really could shape events in much of the world. NATO could ex-

pand into the former Soviet Union without fear that Russia would invade 

one of these countries. We could bring together the whole world to kick 

Saddam out of Kuwait.”3 

At the end of his presidency, after Donald Trump’s electoral victory, Oba-

ma ended up asking himself: ”What if we were wrong?”4. In the wake of the 

events of the ‘Arab Spring’ in 2011, Obama’s advisors wondered: ”Was this 

analogous to the fall of the Berlin Wall, when the nations of Eastern Europe 

transitioned to democracy like flowers blooming; or was this like Hungary 

1956, or Tienanmen Square in 1989, popular movements that would be tram-

pled by strongmen?”5.

These retrospective assessments are all too easy to put forward, espe-

cially in the context of an ongoing Russo-Ukrainian war and the recurring 

Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Resorting to hindsight is a facile answer, but it 

evades the question of why the demise of the post-Cold War settlements 

seems to have come as a surprise for so many Western political actors and 

commentators. 

It is instead more useful to reason from ex ante assumptions, on the basis 

what was said, known, thought and thinkable at the time. This is not based on 

the assumption that “there is nothing to compare with being there” (at the 

right time, of course)6 but, rather, on the assumption that the understanding 

of events and processes involves their reconstruction in real time.7

The retrospective reflections of political actors (and those of subsequent 

observers) are unlikely to ever provide any explanation of why ‘things went 

wrong’ (assuming that they did go ‘wrong’). At best, they provide apologetics 

for their own behaviour. 

Despite the passage of time (three decades), one should also dispense with 

the hope that archival sources will somehow provide an answer to such broad 

historical issues. No documentary source can deal effectively with these. As 

Kim Philby pointed out, “[J]ust because a document is a document, it has a 

glamour which tempts the reader to give it more weight than it deserves…In 

short, documentary intelligence, to be really valuable, must come as a steady 

stream, embellished with an awful lot of explanatory annotation. An hour’s 

serious discussion with a trustworthy informant is often more valuable than 

any number of original documents. Of course, it is best to have both”8. Ar-

chives can provide answers only to quite specific issues. What matters is the 
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context, and possibly the context of a whole set of assumptions, including the 

“unspoken assumptions”9. 

This remains true even in an age of mass digital communications, in which 

every utterance seems to have been recorded in some form.

The assumptions to be addressed are those of ‘political’ actors in the widest 

sense, ranging from journalism to academia, to policy advocates and politi-

cians. A truly comprehensive overview of their utterances and actions (over 

three decades) lies beyond the scope of this paper. What will be provided is a 

description of certain clusters of assumptions, often shared by quite different 

political actors.  The result will be a somewhat ‘fuzzy’ picture.

Wrong Addresses

It seems as if in a negative sense the current situation provides confirmation 

for any assumption and view. Neoliberals, globalists, antiglobalists, nation-

alists and internationalists, socialists and anti-socialists have all claimed at 

some point that the end of the Cold War has simply confirmed their respec-

tive assumptions: true neoliberalism/socialism was not properly implement-

ed, and so forth. 

The common element of these different positions is what Ernest Gell-

ner called the Wrong Address Theory: the Spirit of History took the wrong 

turning: “Just as extreme Shi’ite Muslims hold that Archangel Gabriel made 

a mistake, delivering the Message to Mohamed when it was intended for Ali, 

so Marxist Marxists basically like to think that the spirit of history or human 

consciousness made a terrible boob. The awakening message was intend-

ed for classes, but by some terrible postal error was delivered to nations”10. 

In fairness to Marxists, it should be pointed out that the Wrong Address 

Theory has been used by all sides: neoliberals, globalists, antiglobalists, na-

tionalists and internationalists, socialists and antisocialists. The mantra 

seems to go along the following lines: “If only a true neoliberal/social demo-

cratic/socialist/nationalist programme had been adopted at the time, so many 

problems could have been avoided…” 

Predictions

An additional element which somehow integrates the negative post-Cold War 

consensus is the idea that the end of the Cold War was unforeseen. In fact, as 
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Schumpeter argued, “[W]hat counts in any attempt as social prognosis is not 

the Yes or No that sums up the facts and arguments which lead up to it but 

those facts and arguments themselves. They contain all that is scientific in 

the final result. Everything else is not science but prophecy. Analysis, whether 

economic or other, never yields more than a statement about the tendencies 

present in an observable pattern. And these never tell us what will happen to 

the pattern but only what would happen if they continued to act as they have 

been acting in the time interval covered by our observation and if no other 

factors intruded. ‘Inevitability’ or ‘necessity’ can never mean more than this”.11

The idea that essentially ‘nobody predicted the End of Communism’ is 

absolutely incorrect. What is instead true is that over a longer period, in the 

post-Stalin era (at least in the West, and to some extent even in the Soviet 

Union, in a clandestine form) there was widespread acceptance of some ver-

sion of convergence theory.

The basic idea was that the American and the Soviet industrial systems 

would eventually converge.12 The idea could be appealing on all sides, since 

it envisaged a peaceful outcome to the ‘Great Contest’ between the Capitalist 

and Socialist systems. It could also appeal to critics of both systems: if they 

were destined to converge, why bother with a Cold War? Andrei Sakharov 

started out as a supporter of theory. This led to a debate among Soviet dis-

sidents. The most famous intervention was in fact Amalrik’s essay, “Will the 

Soviet Union Survive until 1984?”. (In theory, Amalrik was ‘prescient’, al-

though he envisaged a Soviet-Chinese war as the cause for the dissolution 

of the Soviet Union.) 

There were also predictions at a more sophisticated and accurate level. 

This was the case of the debate between Raymond Aron and Ernest Gellner 

in the mid-1970s.13 Gellner actually argued that, at least in the case of Czech-

oslovakia, Communist elites had been prepared to give up power: “The mo-

nopolists [i.e., the Czechoslovak Communists] surrendered in Prague in 1967– 

68, and but for external intervention, would not have dared raise a hand in 

defence of their own erstwhile power”14. 

This was within the framework of his argument that revolutions belonged 

to the past, and that liberalization was the most likely option for political de-

velopments, not just in the Communist world. Depending on the time frame 

adopted, one can argue that Gellner was right, or that he was wrong. But what 

matters is the heuristic value of the overall framework, not the accuracy of 

the prediction.
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At yet another level, Zbigniew Brzezinski’s analyses at the time (which 

were by no means a fossilized reflection of the mythical ‘totalitarian’ para-

digm) could provide remarkable insights. His 1968 article, and his 1970 book 

(Between Two Ages) provided already (with remarkable foresight) one of the 

clearest visions of what is now known as the ‘third industrial revolution’15. In 

fact his most remarkable statements on Eastern Europe (in the 1980s) were 

his repeated predictions (in 1988) that the region was in a “pre-revolution-

ary” situation16. He viewed this situation with apprehension; he considered 

it “disturbing”.

The Intellectual Framework

One of the effects of the End of Communism debates has been the shorten-

ing of the distance between historical research and policy advocacy. During 

the Cold War, there was a strong incentive on both sides to simulate, as much 

as possible, some degree of objectivity and detachment. After 1989, and con-

comitant with the increasing privatization of academic systems all over the 

world and the increasing role of NGOs, there has been a clear tendency for 

historical (and social science) research to slide into advocacy as swiftly as 

possible, indeed to exaggerate as much as possible the policy implications 

of research. Especially in Europe, this has been encouraged by the shift in 

funding from national governments to ‘transnational’ frameworks (Europe-

an Union and NGOs)17. The results of this shift have been, at best, mixed. High 

Journalism has acquired greater salience; traditional research has declined. 

This has had a great impact on the post-1989 debates.

2. The Liberal Mirage 

What went wrong? The simplest answer might be: the Liberal dream (as it 

emerged at the end of the Cold War) turned sour. This seems to the cur-

rent consensus among Western commentators. But this answer assumes 

that the term ‘Liberal’ can be easily and clearly defined, and that such a 

‘dream’ actually existed at the end of the Cold War. All these assumptions 

are debatable, even in terms of the terminology adopted. Because of its 

different European, British and American usages, the term ‘Liberal’ has al-

ways been unclear, especially once the term ‘neoliberal’ re-emerged in the 
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1980s (from its original formulation in the 1930s). This creates a blurred 

and confused picture.

The issue is not whether the so-called ‘Washington Consensus’ was a mi-

rage or not (although it can be argued that it really was). But did a ‘dream’ of a 

world reshaped according to Western style democracy and the market econ-

omy actually exist in Eastern Europe, at least before 1989/91? 

The Cold War, even in the 1980s, had been first and foremost a way of sta-

bilizing the spheres of influence, avoiding conflicts which could lead to a nu-

clear conflict. The extension of democracy and market economies over the 

Eastern part of Europe were for many decades a distant dream for a commit-

ted minority of the local populations. At best, the hope was that of achieving 

some degree of political and economic reforms in Poland and Hungary (e.g., 

the PHARE programme, which was in preparation before 1989). West Ger-

mans may have nurtured their own dreams, but always within carefully de-

fined limits. In 1984 the German historian Peter Alter assumed that “[U]nder 

the present circumstances […] it is highly unlikely than an all-German na-

tional state could be recreated by non-violent means, as the constitutional 

imperative demands, and the chances of it happening seem to be constant-

ly diminishing”18. In the 1980s, the Financial Times commentator on Foreign 

Affairs wrote that, if some kind of revolt was ever to erupt in Eastern Germa-

ny, Western Germany would immediately strive to limit any conflagration, 

not to encourage it.

The Western reactions to changes in Poland and Hungary in 1988/1989 

were initially extremely cautious. Reactions to events in the German Demo-

cratic Republic were even more cautious. In fact, Western reactions to events 

in Eastern Europe remained cautious after the so-called ‘Fall of the Wall’, right 

up to the Malta Summit (2–3 December 1989), and even after the overthrow 

of Nicolae Ceaușescu (25 December 1989). This was quite clear at the time, 

and it has even been confirmed by the publication of diplomatic papers.19 

Attitudes, especially official Western attitudes, gradually began to change 

throughout 1990–1991. This process began only after the really unexpected 

(and undesired) dissolution of the Soviet Union, at the end of 1991. In any 

case, the priority of the US government proved to be the desire to prevent the 

proliferation of nuclear weapons based in the non-Russian republics of the 

Former Soviet Union. The West German government was anxious to avoid 

any action which could prevent or delay German unification. For their part, 

Great Britain and France (which were still occupying powers in West Germa-
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ny) continued to offer a much cooler response, as they were not enthusiastic 

at the prospect of a unified Germany. 

3. Explaining the End of the Cold War

One issue which is directly connected to the misreading of the changes of 

1989/91 is the kind of explanation offered through a negative consensus, a 

convergence of explanations from opposite points of view. To a remarkable 

extent, the crux of the different explanations could always be narrowed down 

to a single factor: ideology. For neoliberals, the ideological failure of socialism 

could explain everything: ‘nobody believed (any longer?) in socialism’. This 

same kind of explanation could also be used by disappointed communists 

and socialists to explain the failure of socialism and the dominance of neo-

liberalism in terms of intellectual manipulation or ‘hegemony’. Echoing the 

motto in the 1992 US presidential campaign (‘it’s the economy, stupid’), one 

could have said that in both cases the argument was that ‘it’s the ideas, stupid’. 

Johanna Bockman has actually argued that “[N]eoliberalism ...had socialist 

origins. In Eastern Europe […] not only economists, but also dissidents, mem-

bers of social movements, and participants in reform circles within Commu-

nist parties developed new ideas about socialism, which [in 1989] elites then 

co-opted and distorted into neoliberalism”.20 Once again, a case of a Wrong 

Address. Clearly, ideas rule the world.

Once this negative (ideological) consensus was established, the implicit 

(and often explicit) assumption of many commentators and policymakers in 

the ‘West’ was that eventually all the former socialist countries would follow 

some kind of path to liberal democracy and the market economy. This as-

sumption was apparently quite influential in the case of US policy towards 

China and Russia, and of course towards the rest of the Soviet bloc.  

In this perspective, an obsolete ideology had produced an inefficient econ-

omy, which was eventually remedied by the acceptance of the ‘neoliberal’ 

Gospel and which would lead to the desired economic and political transi-

tion: idealism followed by vulgar materialism. It is unlikely that many policy-

makers literally believed in this formula; but they certainly behaved as if they 

believed it, as was clearly the case in the policy towards China. Commentators 

enthused. Needless to say, any reasonably informed observer soon became 

aware of the fact that the ‘transitions’ of the 1990s (from state socialism to 
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market economies and democracy) were working out rather differently from 

what was envisaged in this mirage.21 But the overall framework remained es-

sentially this, accepted both by their supporters and detractors. 

The “People’s revolutions”: mythologization and foresight

The establishment of this kind of intellectual framework or ‘consensus’ re-

quired some kind of ‘narrative’ (or interpretation, to use an older term). First 

of all, the Berlin Wall (which had always remained in function until its ‘fall’) 

suddenly ‘fell’, under the apparently irresistible wave of a popular revolution. 

In fact, the chain of events was much more complicated than that.22 As has 

been already mentioned, Western powers were extremely cautious in wel-

coming this event. US diplomats were instructed to refrain from making any 

triumphalist remarks. At the State of the Union address of 1991, George H. W. 

Bush presented the end of the Cold War as a “victory for humanity”. But in 

the State of the Union address of 1992, the tone had already become trium-

phalist (not least because of the forthcoming presidential elections): “By the 

grace of God, America won the Cold War”. 

The upheavals of 1989 therefore began to be classified under a general 

heading of ‘people’s revolutions’. A more ambitious historical framework was 

offered by Francis Fukuyama, who seemed to have actually anticipated the 

changes in an article written in May 1989, published in autumn 1989, under 

the title “The end of History?” (which was in fact a reference to Hegel’s philos-

ophy of history).23 Fukuyama’s notoriety soared, but his academic standing 

suffered. The title of his article (with the question-mark omitted) produced 

innumerable misunderstandings, based on the fact that plenty of events were 

still taking place. In other words, there was a ‘return of History’ (which was to 

appear in innumerable other titles). This kind of rhetoric was soon followed 

by a much cruder theorization of a ‘unipolar moment’: the USA was now the 

sole, unchallenged superpower.24

 Needless to say, many other factors were listed to explain the upheav-

als of 1989: the US Star Wars military programme, which had supposedly 

brought the Soviet Union to its knees; the influence of Pope John Paul II; the 

Gorbachev factor, and of course the economy. Ex post facto, there is no lim-

it to the factors which might appear to have played a role in the outcome of 

events. In a broader historical perspective, it is actually more relevant to iden-

tify the structural factors which were had been identified ex ante. One could 
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mention the decline in social mobility in the socialist systems. Years before 

the Polish events of 1980–1981, Walter D. Connor argued: 

[T]he ‘heroic’ and convulsive years of social transformation are behind. The social-

ist elite no longer expands in size so rapidly, generating such demand for new per-

sonnel […] the logic of the maturation process and annual figures on labour-force 

distribution across sections of the economy suggest that the mass mobility of the 

past cannot be duplicated […] There is a risk that frustrated aspirations will lead 

to unrest […] Such politics could be explosive […] we cannot rule out a coalescence 

of factors that may produce radical changes.25

One should also mention innumerable Eastern European authors who 

pointed out, with significant foresight, the vulnerability of the state socialist 

systems. In the wake of the Polish strikes and bloody clashes in December 

1970, Leszek Kołakowski formulated a cogent argument against hopeless-

ness, in favour of positive action in socialist Poland, directed at obtaining lim-

ited political changes within the Communist system.26 In Hungary, reformist 

economists argued the need for radical economic reform. Tamás Bauer, for 

example, underlined the negative effects of investment cycles in Hungary 

and in other socialist economies.27  

Well before the emergence of ‘Solidarność’, Jadwiga Staniszkis provided 

lucid analyses of the complex dynamics at work in Polish politics and socie-

ty.28 In 1982, János Kis initiated a debate on the Hungarian situation, and the 

need for an active reformist movement to challenge the inertia and stagna-

tion of the system, which was leading to an economic crisis.29 During the pe-

riod of Solidarność’ (1980–1981), it was argued that Zdeněk Mlynař’s memoir 

of the Prague Spring30 had  influenced the behaviour of Polish Communists. 

For his part, in 1985 Mlynař proved very attentive to the role of his old friend 

from his days as a student in Moscow in the 1950, Mikhail Gorbachev.31 

Needless to say, all these authors subsequently followed their quite dif-

ferent paths. But they had provided real insights in real time. They never re-

ceived the attention they deserved, nor have they received any in retrospect. 

More literary or philosophical authors were preferred (and continue to be 

preferred, in retrospective accounts). 

On the basis of facts which were always in the public domain, one can 

argue in favour of a less romantic view of what happened in 1989 in East-

ern Europe. It amounted to a process of controlled abdication. In Poland 
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and Hungary, the Communist elites always maintained control of the polit-

ical process. In East Germany the Soviet military presence (and Soviet deci-

sion-making) facilitated the peaceful unravelling of the political system of 

the German Democratic republic. In Czechoslovakia there was a clear band-

wagon effect (compounded by the reluctance of the security forces in get-

ting involved at that point in a brutal repression of the crowds). In Bulgaria 

a basically Gorbachevite palace coup took place. In Romania the course of 

events reflected a mixture of popular rising and palace coup. Only in Alba-

nia (in 1991–92) did anything approaching a ‘revolution’ actually take place.32 

None of this means that 1989 was simply the result of some sinister conspir-

acy. But it does allow a perspective which is somewhat distanced from the 

excitement of High Journalism. 

From Malta to Belovezha, 1989–1991

The key passage in the construction of the post-Cold War fable (or ‘narrative’) 

lies in the amnesia over the Belovezha accords of 1991, and the consequent 

dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991. This was the result not of Western 

pressure, but of the inability of the leadership of the various Soviet repub-

lics to agree on an alternative arrangement. This fact did not prevent it from 

being transformed into “a geopolitical catastrophe of the century” (as Putin 

put it). It marked the birth of the Black Legend of the Western plot to destroy 

the Soviet Union (and eventually, the Russian Federation). 

The US and the Western European powers continued to pursue a policy 

marked by great caution towards the republics of the Former Soviet Union, 

and towards the Russian Federation in particular. One of the results was the 

signing of the 1994 Budapest Memorandum on Security Assurances for Be-

larus, Ukraine and Kazakhstan in joining the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation 

of Nuclear Weapons. Far from being belittled, the Russian Federation was 

recognized as the successor state of the Soviet Union. 

The dogs that did not bark: Communist systems which survived

Leaving aside the mythologization of the events of 1989 (and later of 1991), 

what is truly remarkable of the innumerable ‘narratives’ of the period is the 

lack of attention paid to the cases in which Communism systems did not col-

lapse. If ideological disenchantment with socialism was the main feature of 
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the many ‘narratives’, how should the anomalies (China, Cuba, North Korea, 

Laos and Vietnam) be explained? Needless to say, a convenient culturalist 

kind of explanation would be at hand: ‘Asian values’, or some functionally 

equivalent factor. 

Other kinds of explanations have been put forward. With the benefit of 

hindsight, it can be argued, as Mark Kramer has done, that in Communist 

China “the regime experienced more limited structural difficulties than the 

Soviet Union and consequently had more room for maneuver […] as China’s 

experience since 1989 demonstrates, resilience is predicated on sustained 

experimentation in the economic and ideological realms, as well as on ef-

forts to increase inclusion and to create meaningful institutions of account-

ability”.33 A more wide-ranging explanation of the differences between the 

trajectories of the Russian and Chinese revolutions has been put forward 

by Perry Anderson.34 Both these kinds of explanations are contestable, but 

at least they offer something more than the simplified ‘collapse of Com-

munism’ explanation. 

Indeed, the Chinese case is especially interesting, not in terms of the 

immediate Chinese reactions to the end of the Soviet Union but, rather, in 

terms of the long-term perspective adopted by the Chinese leadership. Be-

tween 1993 and 2004 the Chinese Communist Party conducted “an in-depth 

study [of the causes of the collapse]”, and revealed the results at the 16th Party 

Congress in 2004.35 Between 1991 and 2001, “at least 600 articles and over 30 

books dedicated to the subject were published in China”.36 Not exactly instant 

history, but part of a long game.  

4. The Liberal Mirage triumphant: mythologies, 
misperceptions, neglect

The Nineties, in the recollections of many commentators, appear to have been 

a period of extraordinary optimism. The fable eventually turned into a bitter 

disappointment, with the collapse of the Liberal Mirage in the space of the 

first two decades of the 21st century: the Kaczyński brothers in Poland, Orbán 

in Hungary, Putin in Russia, culminating with Trump in the USA. 

Everything seems to have gone wrong: this is not what we had planned, 

these are not the democracies we expected; indeed, these are not the peoples 

we expected. This turn of events can be easily accommodated by the nega-
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tive consensus: leftists can argue that the neoliberals hijacked the people’s 

revolutions; alternatively, neoliberals can argue that the (ex)communists hi-

jacked them; or others can argue that the ‘nationalists’ or ‘populists’ hijacked 

everything. It is always a question of Wrong Address, Wrong Delivery. This 

kind of rationalization may be adequate for practitioners of High Journalism. 

Historians should aim to something more. 

Understanding the 1990s

First of all, the 1990s were by no means an economic and social bonanza for 

most East Europeans. It was a period of enormous insecurity for many peo-

ple (for workers in the rust-belt industries, for pensioners, and many others 

in between these categories). Entry into ‘Europe’ loomed far in the distance 

(the eventual dates 2004 and 2007 were by no means an immediate cer-

tainty in the 1990s). It took the Kosovo War to bring about a Stability Pact for 

Southeastern Europe in 1999, offering a glimmer of hope for the economies 

of the region. But in an overall (or ‘global’) perspective, International Finan-

cial Institutions (IFIs) had much less leverage than people feared (or hoped).37

Secondly, the politics went wrong. The wars of dissolution of the Socialist 

Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (which Western powers and IFIs had initial-

ly tried to preserve) demonstrated that the post-Cold War ‘new internation-

al order’ did not guarantee any kind of stability. More ominously, events in 

Russia in the early 1990s (with the bombing of the Russian parliament, Zhiri-

novsky’s electoral victory, and the first Chechen war) were hardly reassuring 

for Eastern Europeans.

Despite all these unpromising developments, the 1990s continued to be 

portrayed in triumphalist terms. After all, there had been the Oslo Accords 

between Israel and the Palestinians (1993), and the breakthrough in South 

Africa (1991–1994). All these developments were connected to the End of the 

Cold War. Everything seemed possible. In hindsight, the perspectives adopted 

by many political actors seem an incredibly naive. But even naivety requires 

and explanation. Coming to the overall issue of ‘What went wrong?’, this can 

be illustrated in three categories: mythologies; misperceptions; neglect.

Mythologies

The mythologization of the ‘revolutions’ of 1989 (and the immediate changes) 

was also the result of the amplification of High Journalism and television re-
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porting. To the extent that it was accepted, the mythologization was destined 

to create highly unrealistic social and economic expectations (‘catching up 

with the West’, in the space of a few years). Such expectations, once they were 

confronted with the realities on the ground, could easily feed into conspira-

cy theories. After all, if there had been ‘popular’ revolutions, why was it that 

the true beneficiaries of changes still seemed to be the (ex)communists and 

their acolytes?38 Clearly, there must have been some kind of a Conspiracy to 

Defraud the People of Their Rightful Possessions. The Revolution itself may 

even seem to have been a mere staging event. Such a view, however strange 

it may seem to innocent Westerners, has existed throughout Eastern Europe, 

and may well persist to this day. 

For that matter, memories of 1989 have progressively evaporated in 

Eastern Europe, to the extent that nowadays the date may not mean any-

thing at all for pupils and university students in the region. Conversely, in 

the Russian Federation the mythologization of 1991 has taken place through 

the cultivation of the Black Legend of the ‘geopolitical catastrophe’, simi-

lar to the ‘stab in the back’ legend performed in Germany after World War 

I. In the West, to the extent that this mythologization has had any effect, it 

has led to an incomprehension of all post-Cold War changes in Eastern Eu-

rope, often dismissed with the blanket explanation of nationalist/populist 

revival in the region. 

Misperceptions

While in the USA there was a widely shared feeling of experiencing a ‘Unipo-

lar Moment’, in Western Europe the end of the Cold War was characterized by 

great optimism about the advent of the EU (formally created in Maastricht, 

in 1992) and, eventually, the establishment of the Euro (not desired by Ger-

many, but desired by other member countries). On top of this, Americans 

and Europeans shared an enthusiasm for the ‘peace dividend’: less money 

for defence, more money for everything else. Military service was progres-

sively abolished in most European countries (after 1993, only six NATO coun-

tries maintained it). 

In the USA, the defeat of Bush sr and the victory Bill Clinton seemed to 

herald the advent of a ‘Third Liberalism’. It was conveniently forgotten that 

Clinton won only thanks to the presence of Ross Perot, a third candidate for 

the populist right who gathered 18.9% of the votes. In fact, this entire period 

marked the rise of the new, populist right in the USA.
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Neglect

The post-Cold war era was also marked by the increasing diffusion of dis-

courses of ‘globalization’ (which also had practical consequences). In the ac-

ademic field, one significant shift (at least in US) was the choice to basical-

ly jettison ‘Area Studies’ in favour of the more ambitious ‘global studies’ and 

‘global history’. The net result was to dismantle an existing intellectual infra-

structure to the benefit of an as yet untested project. 

In the field of security structures, for example, this led to the dismissal of 

specialists of Arabic, substituted by electronic information tools.39 In High 

Journalism, the typical product of this era was offered by Thomas Friedman40, 

promptly replicated by the ‘antiglobalist’ camp with a symmetrical, opposing 

view. More sober assessments41 did not achieve equal notoriety before the 

2007–2008 financial crisis.

In Western Europe, this shift was less marked than in the USA. Never-

theless, the expansion of universities since the 1990s in Europe (and more 

globally) created a strong incentive to promote a thin (but ‘global’) kind of 

knowledge, at the expense of local knowledge (even compared to the Cold 

War years).42 Narratology provided a convenient compensation. Perception 

mattered more than mere facts.

Meanwhile, the Second Chechen War (1999-2009) and the rise of Vladimir 

Putin began a process of re-positioning of the Russian Federation on the glob-

al scene. But in the 2012 US Presidential election campaign, Barack Obama 

was still curtly dismissing Mitt Romney’s concerns about Russia with these 

words: “The Cold War’s been over for 20 years”. 

5. The longer view

In hindsight, it is all too easy dismiss the misperceptions of the recent past 

as fruits of naivety. Many misperceptions were perfectly visible at the time, 

but many were not. The only way to make sense of these in a balanced man-

ner is to attempt to outline a series of long-term factors. 

In fairness to policy-makers and commentators, one should take into ac-

count the fear of ‘losing’ Russia. This was no longer the fear which had fuelled 

the Cold War (when the USA felt China had been ‘lost’) but it reflected the rea-

sonable fear of a new Russia run by Neo-communists and hardliner nation-

alists (such as Vladimir Zhirinovsky). However, the remedies which the West 
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offered for these well-founded fears proved to be extremely short-sighted, 

and ultimately counterproductive. Germany followed the idea that the em-

brace of German industrial requirements with the Russian need to sell raw 

materials and provide energy would ensure peace in Europe (Wandel durch 

Handel). This assumption proved to be as naive as the arguments put forward 

by Norman Angell on the eve of World War I.43

When it came to EU enlargement and NATO expansion, there was even 

greater naivety. EU enlargement proceeded quite slowly, at least until the 

acceleration following the Kosovo War in 1999. It managed to alienate many 

of the candidate countries (starting from Türkiye). Even the countries which 

did accede had mixed results. NATO expansion, far from being threatening 

to Russia (as the new Black Legend would have it), was carried out in a ‘light’ 

format, with very limited military credibility.

6. Conclusions: The Long Game

Historical perspective requires the ‘long game’: a longer view. When the Chi-

nese Statistical Bureau published the ‘Major Figures in the 1982 Population 

Census’ its leaders knew how to read these results, and followed the policy 

changes they had already started.44 Needless to say, there was no shortage 

of warnings in Europe (from all sides) of the impending demographic crises, 

with the obvious consequences in terms of the pension systems, and in terms 

of social and economic costs. The consequences for Eastern European pop-

ulations were especially severe.45 As it happens, the ‘populist’ wave came to 

Poland and Hungary in the wake of the second turn of the pension cycle since 

1989. The recurring migration crises in Europe continued to be dealt with on 

the basis of the starry-eyed optimism of the 1990s. Eastern Europeans (who 

were already dealing with the severe impact of a brain drain and the loss of 

a qualified labour force), unsurprisingly, saw things differently.

In the West, the effects of demographic change came slightly later. As the 

US Bureau of Census pointed out in 2020, “[T]he first Baby Boomers reached 

65 years old in 2011”.46 In 2019 Goodhart and Pradhan had already identified 

a series of factors which would lead to a Great Reversal: 

The evolution of the real trends in the economy (continued real output growth co-

existing with deflationary headwinds) has been caused by a combination of de-
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mography and globalisation, leading to the largest ever upwards supply shock to 

the availability of labour (assisted by labour saving technology). The previously 

favourable demographic developments in the fastest growing areas in the world, 

e.g., East Asia and Europe, are currently and sharply reversing. As a result of the 

demographic changes of the past, the myriad of left-behind workers with damp-

ened expectations are turning to nativist, populist politicians on the right […] This 

is the Great Reversal.47 

All of this was taking place well before Covid-19 epidemic, and well before 

the outbreak of the Russian-Ukrainian war. Needless to say, many other so-

cial and political factors played a role in determining the current crises (or 

‘polycrisis’, to use the fashionable term). But it is now clear that the Second 

Belle Époque is over.48 

There is a risk of stating that everything causes everything, and that, ul-

timately, everything is inevitable. The aim of this paper has been simply to 

point out that many explanations were at hand and were put forward (and 

unheeded) at the time.

So, what went wrong in terms of the understanding of the present? It is 

perhaps useful to remember that historíā is inquiry, examination, system-

atic observation; narrative is storytelling. Historical understanding requires 

the ‘long game’.
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