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Abstract and Keywords

This chapter places Eastern Europe into a broader history of decolonization. It shows how 
the region’s own experience of the end of Empire after the World War I led its new states 
to consider their relationships with both European colonialism and those were struggling 
for their future liberation outside their continent. Following World War II, as Communist 
regimes took power in Eastern Europe, and overseas European Empires dissolved in 
Africa and Asia, newly powerful relationships developed. Analogies between the end of 
empire in Eastern Europe and the Global South, though sometimes tortured and riddled 
with their own blind spots, were nonetheless potent rhetorical idioms, enabling imagined 
solidarities and facilitating material connections in the era of the Cold War and non-
alignment. After the demise of the so-called “evil empire” of the Soviet Union, analogies 
between the postcolonial and the postcommunist condition allowed for further novel 
equivalencies between these regions to develop.

Keywords: Decolonization, globalization, global history, Communist bloc, non-alignment, Third Worldism, anti-
colonialism, revolution, post-colonialism, Eastern Europe

Introduction
This chapter places Eastern Europe into the larger history of decolonization by focusing 
on both the domestic end of empire after World War I and the relationship of communist 
Eastern European states to Africa and Asia during the dissolution of overseas European 
empires from 1945 to 1976. Analogies between the end of empire in Eastern Europe and 
the Global South, though sometimes tortured and riddled with their own blind spots, were 
nonetheless potent rhetorical idioms that enabled solidarities and facilitated material 
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connections in the era of the Cold War and non-alignment. After the demise of the so-
called ‘evil empire’ of the Soviet Union, analogies between the postcolonial and the 
postcommunist condition allowed for further novel equivalencies between these regions 
to develop.

Eastern Europe and the Global South tend to inhabit different storylines in world history. 
Eastern Europe’s twentieth century passes through Versailles, Auschwitz, Yalta, and, 
after a long interregnum, the Berlin of 1989. It is a story of nationalism realized, quashed, 
and redeemed. By contrast, the key dates for the Global South are the advent of postwar 
decolonization with Indian Partition in 1947, the Afro-Asian Bandung Conference of 1955, 
and the wave of national independence from 1960 to 1976. Both are stories of nationalism 
but, with rare exceptions like the first meeting of the Non-Aligned Movement in Belgrade 
in 1961, they run parallel, rather than intersect. Coeval moments like the Suez Crisis and 
the suppression of the Hungarian Revolution in 1956, or the simultaneous crumbling of 
South African apartheid and the Soviet control of Eastern Europe, are seldom narrated as 
entangled events.

This chapter proposes a different story. The expanded approach to the ‘ends of empire’ 
taken by this volume considers a range of contact points often obscured. The small 
nations that emerged from the dismantled Habsburg and Russian Empires after the end 
of World War I had a plausible claim as the first site of decolonization in the twentieth 
century.  Indeed, the very term “decolonization” was first used in English in the 1930s to 
connect the already-achieved independence of states in Eastern Europe with an argument 
about the inevitability of the liberation of nations in Africa and Asia in the near 
future. When Communist regimes took power in Eastern Europe after World War II and 
looked for partners overseas as the European empires crumbled, they saw a world both 
similar and radically different from their own. Communists hardly ever used the word 
“decolonization.” This was a western term that denied agency to the liberated, suggested 
that independence was the enlightened gift of the former imperial powers, and hence was 
associated with the attempt to keep former colonies within the sphere of influence of the 
West.  Rather, Eastern European Communists employed the language of common 
struggle, suggesting the emergence of a new global anti-imperialist space which 
stretched through Berlin, Moscow, Accra, Hanoi, and Havana and united the regions that 
contemporaries outside the bloc called the “Second” and the “Third Worlds”. According 
to this outlook, Eastern Europeans had waged progressive struggles against Empires that 
were now being replicated outside Europe: this developing sense of shared experience 
undergirded new political identifications, the transfer of economic knowledge, and 
domestic cultures of international solidarity.

There were also telling silences in the public transcripts of “East-South” interaction. 
Eastern European communists often seemed unsure if the same rules of development 
applied outside as well as inside Europe. The laws of history seemed perennially open to 
revision, and the spirit of proletarian internationalism did not efface differences of race 
and culture as promised. Other paradoxes persisted. The German Democratic Republic 
(GDR), a part of the former colonizing power of the Third Reich, disavowed its own 
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imperial past in both Central Europe and sub-Saharan Africa. Diplomacy often trumped 
doctrine to make non-Marxist parties from the decolonizing world the partners of Eastern 
European communists.

After the Sino-Soviet Split in the early 1960s, Chinese communists made the charge that 
the Warsaw Pact’s overzealous identification with the Third World obscured the fault-lines 
of race that still divided the earth.  After the fall of the wall, activists and scholars 
asserted analogies between postsocialist and postcolonial experience that often distorted 
as much as they revealed. Relations between Eastern Europe and the decolonizing world 
did not always run smooth. This chapter shows that their trajectories through the century 
were closer to tangled knots than parallel lines.

Internationalism in Theory
The peace treaties of 1919 initiated a process that would lead eventually to the end of 
empire in both Eastern Europe and what would later be termed the “Global South”. The 
timeline of this achievement was staggered. While the nation-states of Latvia, Lithuania, 
Estonia, Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia (initially as the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and 
Slovenes), and Poland emerged immediately from the dismembered Central European 
and Russian empires, or were expanded in the case of Romania and Bulgaria, the 
Mandates system deferred independence for Asian and African colonies, which, it was 
thought, could only develop the economic and political capacities to stand alone with the 
long-term oversight of international bodies and imperial powers.  Nevertheless, given the 
fragile nature of new Eastern European states—evidenced in particular by the instability 
resulting from postwar territorial disputes in Danzig, Silesia, and Fiume—some imperial 
figures, such as Jan Smuts, called for Mandates to be used there, too.  In its full-blooded 
form this idea was rejected. However, the idea of close equivalence between a brittle 
post-colonial Eastern Europe and a colonial world that needed shepherding towards self-
sufficiency remained in the everyday assumptions of international politics in the interwar 
period. Even without the full supervision of the Mandates system, the League of Nations 
was granted the right to interfere in minority affairs throughout Eastern Europe ; and the 
League’s financial experts were given the capacity to intervene in the region’s 
reconstruction and financial stabilization in a manner that for contemporaries resembled 
the international administration of China or the debt-ridden Ottoman Empire.  Racialized 
understandings of superiority forged in global Empire could be used to denigrate the 
struggles to build new states on the European continent: Lord Cecil referred to the Poles 
as “orientalized Irish”; for Smuts, they were “kaffir”.  The positions of new Eastern 
European states and overseas colonies in the world order appeared interchangeable for 
some too. In the late 1930s, British officials considered offering Nazi elites control over 
territory in Central Africa in exchange for the restraint of their imperial ambitions over 
the new nations of Eastern Europe.

4

5

6

7

8

9

10



Eastern Europe

Page 4 of 28

PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). (c) Oxford University Press, 2015. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy).

Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 18 January 2018

Yet in new eastern European states, there was initially little solidarity with those outside 
Europe whose independence was yet to be realized: Czechoslovak intellectuals and 
politicians lobbied the Paris Conference to allocate them land in west Africa and 
Kamchatka, while leaders of the one million-strong Polish Maritime and Colonial League 
argued that the attainment of colonies was an integral part of their country becoming a 
proper European nation.  Nnamdi Azikiwe, who would later become a president of an 
independent Nigeria, was critical: ‘And so Poland, which until 1914 was a colonial 
territory of three different countries and which has been allowed to exercise the 
Wilsonian right of self-determination, now needs colonies, and not in Europe but in Africa. 
… The former servant of the Austrian empress Maria Theresa, the Russian empress 
Catherine II and the Prussian king Frederick the Great now wants to be a master in an 
African country’.

Nevertheless, with the global rise of Fascism from the mid-1930s, a growing number 
came to regard the fates of Eastern Europe and those of extra-European world as 
interconnected. One key turning point was the Italian invasion of Abyssinia in 1935: 
widespread sympathy for anti-colonial resistance was expressed across Eastern Europe, 
in part due to the historical memory of the suppression of their own nations at the hands 
of imperial forces.  The German occupation of Czechoslovakia in summer 1938—which 
the prominent Trinidadian anti-colonial campaigner George Padmore called the ‘new 
Abyssinia’—further cemented the perception of such linkages. Understanding that the 
fates of the ‘other Europe’ and the colonized world beyond were related, Afro-American 
radicals such as Cyril Briggs and anti-colonial intellectuals such Jawaharlal Nehru and 
Rabindranath Tagore questioned western powers’ commitment to Eastern European 
independence, and demanded respect for these new nations—and their sovereignty.

The economic predicament of Eastern European countries from the 1920s prefigured 
many of those in the African and Asian world after 1945.  In both cases, regions that had 
previously raw materials and agriculture for the industrialized metropole sought to 
reinvent themselves as mixed economies. In Eastern Europe, new nations tried to move 
beyond primary production by protecting infant industries, seeking a level of economic 
growth to allow them to emerge from Europe’s economic hinterland.  It is no 
coincidence that some of the pioneering economists of development economics, including 
Paul Rosenstein-Rodan, Nicholas Kaldor, Thomas Balogh, and Michał Kalecki, were from 
the primarily agrarian regions of East-Central Europe re-organized after the peace 
treaties.  As Rosenstein-Rodan put it in 1944: the ‘international development of Eastern 
and South-Eastern Europe [ … ] provides a model presenting all the problems which are 
relevant to the reconstruction and development of backward areas [i.e., across the 
world]”.

While some of these economists emigrated to the United States and the United Kingdom, 
others remained (or, like Oskar Lange, returned) and worked with Communist 
governments that took power in Eastern Europe after World War II. The central question 
of socialist economists was the path that nations in the Global South could take toward 
communism. Was the success of the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe replicable on the 
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periphery or would different tactics be necessary? Moscow, to whom all Eastern 
European nations turned, with the exception of Yugoslavia and later Albania, provided 
shifting answers. The Stalinist period was characterized by the Eurocentric and racially 
tinged assumption that advanced socialism was only possible in the more developed 
world, and that post-colonial governments were still the puppets of Western imperialism. 
Yet these notions were rejected gradually from the mid- to late-1950s. The acceleration of 
decolonization in Africa, and the intensification of the ‘anti-imperialist struggles’ in Latin 
America and Southeast Asia appeared briefly to confirm the idea that the world ‘was 
going their way’.  According to this outlook, a progressive struggle that had already 
been waged successfully in Eastern Europe after World War II had now reached the long-
awaited, but inevitable, moment when it could extend across the world.  This reading 
was the product of a universally applicable Marxist teleological approach to history, 
which was understood as proceeding through a series of stages divided up by 
revolutionary moments: political and economic transformations which Europe had 
undergone were now being replicated in the rest of the world. Khrushchev declared that 
socialist revolutions, national liberation movements, and democratic revolution were 
merging into ‘a single revolutionary world process undermining and destroying 
capitalism.’

Yet even as Soviet leaders created a master global narrative, they also allowed for a 
diversity of paths to the endpoint. After 1956, Khrushchev’s policy of ‘peaceful 
coexistence’ allowed for a resurrection of Lenin’s ‘non-capitalist’ roads to development.
It also, notably, led to the acceptance of non-socialist paths of postcolonial development.
During the 1970s, East European economists followed Moscow’s lead in distinguishing 
between ‘national capitalist’ and ‘dependent capitalist’ states, offering a typology without 
strict prescription beyond the vision of a strong public sector.  Strong distinctions 
blurred over time. By the 1980s, communist states were even advising postcolonial 
nations to turn to Western capitalist countries for aid.

Relationships between Eastern Europe and the Global South were often expressions of 
communist weakness as much as strength. Links southward were frequently motivated by 
fear of diplomatic isolation or the protection of national sovereignty. The GDR, which 
presented itself as the first truly anti-colonial German state, sought to escape the 
confines of the so-called Hallstein Doctrine by striving for diplomatic recognition from 
decolonizing states, with some limited success. Syria, for instance, used the promise of 
recognition to ensure higher levels of aid.  Poland sought postcolonial states’ support in 
the recognition of their western borders, which West Germany did not recognize until 
1970.

For those Eastern European states that asserted their independence from Moscow, these 
relationships would become especially vital. In the 1960s, Albania broke with Moscow 
altogether and found a new patron in Mao’s China.  Tito’s Yugoslavia, which broke with 
the Soviet Union in 1948, cultivated an alternative engagement with the decolonizing 
world. It garnered considerable internal and international prestige as one of the principal 
architects of the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM).  Yugoslavia developed some of the 
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strongest cultural and economic ties with Africa and Asia of any country in the socialist 
east of Europe.  In this case, it was the very absence of an analogous history between 
Yugoslavia and former colonial powers that allowed the NAM to appear as a grouping 
that transcended the earlier racialized order of imperial world society.  Romania 
performed a similar act when it joined the G-77 nations in 1976, declaring itself to be a 
Latin American country—proving the flexible borders of political formations seemingly 
governed by a logic of race or shared history. These key exceptions make clear that there 
was no single ideological template for the Eastern European relationship to the Global 
South. It changed over time and, in substance, from nation to nation.

Creating Connections
In the late 1950s, many Eastern European elites claimed that they had much to 
contribute to the development of newly independent states outside Europe. Their own 
experiences of decolonization and state building were within living memory, and their 
more recent experience of rapid industrialization, urban rebuilding, and economic growth 
after World War II meant that they had developed a wealth of knowledge about 
development and industrial production that could be readily exported. Expertise often 
had to suffice given the absence of funding or access to raw materials, which the western 
powers could more easily provide.

The proliferation of academic institutions focused on development was testament to this 
belief in the possibility of Eastern European leadership in a decolonizing world.  Karl 
Marx University in Leipzig established an institute for African Studies in 1960, and 
similar institutions were created in the USSR in 1962 and Yugoslavia and Hungary in 
1963.  A Centre of Research on Underdeveloped Economies (CRUE) was founded in 
Poland in 1962. Elites of recently decolonized countries were trained, primarily in 
technical subjects, at newly founded institutions such as People’s Friendship University in 
Moscow (1960) or the University of the 17th of November, named after international 
students’ day, in Prague (1961).

Professional expertise was provided, too. Architects from the communist bloc oversaw 
projects in postcolonial Africa from Zanzibar to Accra and in East Asia from Vietnam to 
North Korea.  The ‘traveling architecture’ of the Soviet bloc helped to literally cement a 
shared imaginary globally.  To provide one example of many: when a new socialist elite 
in Iraq wanted a massive expansion of housing for its poor after it overthrew its 
monarchy and seized the land of British Petroleum, it looked to a Polish firm that had 
built the workers’ city of Nowa Huta outside Krakow. Here was a company that embraced 
equality of housing, was accustomed to working for a strong state, and was from a 
country that had experience of massive urban rebuilding following World War II. The 
Polish foreign trade service learned how to market their anti-colonialism to distinguish 
themselves from western European and North American experts. Not only had Poland 
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never possessed colonies of its own, they emphasized—she had also been the victim of 
partitions, wiped from the map of Europe between the late eighteenth century and World 
War I.

It was not only a shared history of anti-imperialism that was thought to bind these world 
regions together. Many of the states formed after World War I in Eastern Europe were 
recolonized under Nazi Empire from 1939 to 1945. Their experience of the abrogation of 
national independence after a short period of self-determination demonstrated that 
decolonization was reversible.  From the late 1950s, Communist regimes sought to make 
these links tangible. Despite formal independence in Asia and Africa, they warned, the 
world was witnessing the rise of heirs to Nazi imperialism in the form of the US and the 
fascist successor state of West Germany.

The Eastern European experience was invoked to suggest that formal independence was 
not enough. Progressive nations needed to support each other against a return to the 
principles that had undergirded Nazi Empire. A Polish party leader explained in a 1966 
speech why the citizens of Warsaw could directly empathize with the situation in south-
east Asia:

Twenty-seven years ago, Nazi Germany began the creation of ‘the new order’. We 
remember and we’ll never forget what happened then … In distant and heroic 
Vietnam, under the bombs dropped from US planes, people are dying, people who 
love their country and independence. We know it well from our own history. We 
fully understand our Vietnamese brothers who fight for freedom and 
sovereignty.

In the mid-1960s, Vietnamese delegations were taken to sites that had been central to the 
Warsaw Uprising against the Germans. The Polish press reported that wartime 
commemorations could “spontaneously” became demonstrations of solidarity for the 
Vietnamese struggle.

Solidarity with the postcolonial world was important for the legitimacy of communist 
regimes. They employed the struggles in the decolonizing world in domestic propaganda 
to inspire a commitment to socialism, particularly directed at a younger generation. The 
turn to progressive politics provided global evidence that socialism was a growing and 
vibrant force—even after the experiences of Stalinism at home. The Cuban revolution, in 
particular, inspired a wave of support within the Eastern bloc, as it did elsewhere in the 
world.  Unlike ‘Third Worldist’ solidarity movements in the West, which were usually 
bottom-up, extra-parliamentary manifestations of a new form of postwar activist politics, 
their counterparts in the East of the continent were largely top-down creations aimed at 
directing an official vision of protest and internationalism. Public demonstrations were 
expected to take place only in officially supported events, such as May Day parades or 
World Youth festivals.
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Beyond such public rituals, material solidarity was most encouraged in the workplace 
across Eastern Europe. There, the contribution to the anti-imperial struggle occurred 
simply by labouring in a factory in Budapest, Belgrade, or Warsaw. This notion was made 
most explicit in so-called solidarity shifts, where workers would work extra hours and 
‘voluntarily’ donate their extra wages to the Cubans, Algerians, or Vietnamese. Obligatory 
gestures of support could be resented.  Nevertheless, engagement with decolonization 
could, for a younger generation, imply that one was globally aware and modern. Anti-
imperialism often provided a language through which they could make sense of a world of 
interconnectedness in ways unanticipated by their states, and could lead to authentic 
outbursts of political fervour—whether in support of a growing socialist world or, 
conversely, directed against Soviet imperialism in Eastern Europe itself.
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Remaking the Global Economy?
The end of European empires raised the hope for the Soviet bloc communist leadership 
that global systems of trade could be remade to their benefit. What would become later 
known as globalization was assumed in this period to have socialist content: colonial 
trade routes could be broken, new shipping lines and airport routes established, and new 
regional economic groupings could help to ensure that wealth would remain within 
regions that produced it.  The Soviets also attempted to develop trade relationships 
outside a capitalist world system. One of their main weapons was so-called petro-barter; 
that is, exchanging Soviet oil for raw materials—for sugar from Cuba, for instance. This 
allowed them to circumvent capitalist markets, and in fact, through offering oil at 
generous terms, draw countries with raw materials into a Soviet trading system.

Yet the relative economic weakness of the Soviet bloc remained an unavoidable 
disadvantage in the competition for sympathies in the Global South. The Soviet economy 
was only the approximate size of France or the UK: the US was still responsible for half of 
world production in the 1950s.  From 1945 to 1989, the entire value of Soviet funds was 
roughly equal to that offered by the US to Israel alone.  Nevertheless, the importance of 
Eastern bloc financial support often lay in the power it provided elites in newly 
independent countries—who could leverage such offers to obtain greater power in their 
interactions with international economic institutions.  Yet it was clear from the outset 
that, if the competition for loyalty was to be fought only in material terms, the communist 
world would not be victorious. Anti-imperialist rhetoric often had to substitute for credits.

Soviet bloc countries also compensated for their relative weakness with a focus on 
supplying arms, military and intelligence training, and energy products to the Global 
South. As early as 1955, Czechoslovakia joined the Soviet Union in sending weapons to 
Nasser’s Egypt.  By the end of the 1970s, the Soviet Union itself had dislodged the US as 
the largest supplier of such goods and services to the developing world.  Military aid 
was sometimes coordinated within the Warsaw Pact, as in the provision of arms to Syria 
after the Yom Kippur War, but was not allocated according to a master plan from 
Moscow.  Arms and training went to ideologically sympathetic countries like 
Mozambique and Ethiopia but, by the late Cold War, socialist countries could be as 
mercenary as their capitalist counterparts. Like the US, East Germany sold arms to both 
sides in the Iran–Iraq War.  The depth of reliance on east European weapons meant that, 
by 1989, Iraq was Poland’s biggest debtor.

Eastern European countries themselves were questioning the policy of supporting 
economic development early on in this relationship. Most Eastern bloc states were only 
half-heartedly committed to the initiatives of the United Nations Conference for Trade 
and Development (UNCTAD), which, from the early 1960s, fought western protectionism 
while also seeking preferential terms of trade, foreign aid, and commodity stabilization 
arrangements for what contemporaries called developing countries.  UNCTAD’s first 
director, Raul Prebisch, frustrated by the lack of commitment from the socialist bloc to 
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building a new world economy, frequently complained of ‘Second World bilateralism’. 
East European countries were happy to lend rhetorical support for ‘the democratic 
transformation of international economic relations’ but, as one East German legal expert 
put it, ‘decisively rejected unjustified demands for the adoption of the same obligations as 
those posed to former colonial powers.’

Over time, ‘development’ in the socialist model came to resemble another variety of 
dependency. Some bloc countries increasingly abandoned any trade policy based on anti-
imperialist solidarity, and came to view the Global South as a reservoir of raw material 
and mobile labour with price differentials that could be exploited to the advantage of 
communist Europe.  The Eastern European goal of instrumentalizing decolonization to 
their own advantage led to a gradual abandonment of ideologically charged language for 
a more pragmatic mode of collaboration that did not shy from crossing the Iron Curtain 
and co-operating with the forces of the capitalist world.  By the mid-1970s, détente 
enabled greater co-operation between enterprises of the developed socialist and capitalist 
states in Europe in so-called tripartite industrial projects in Africa and the Middle East.
At IV UNCTAD in 1976, the states of the South decided to stop differentiating 
ideologically between the socialist and capitalist states of the northern hemisphere; 
rather, it appeared, the fundamental division in the world was now between an 
underdeveloped ‘Global South’ and an industrialized ‘Global North’ which held onto its 
structural advantages in the world economy.
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An Anti-Imperialist Empire?
For East European states, the encounter with the decolonizing and postcolonial world 
held perils, too. The blind spots of race, the radicalism of its own youth, and the challenge 
of Chinese communism created environments in which the language of empire could be 
turned around to attack those in the bloc who claimed themselves to be the greatest ‘anti-
imperialists’.

Issues of race, it was claimed, had been overcome in the socialist system. Racial science 
was a phenomenon of a now-discredited Nazi era. Civilizational racism based on the idea 
of the superiority of civilizations over one another was to be rejected, too. Eastern 
European Communists, for the most part, did not reject the idea of race outright, 
however. Rather, they emphasized equality between different peoples still acknowledged 
as physiologically distinct.  In alliance with newly independent Caribbean and African 
countries, Eastern bloc states pushed the issues of racism and rights on the agenda of 
international institutions as a means of discrediting their geopolitical rivals. The Soviet 
Union and its allies used the drafting process of the International Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination to condemn Western states in the 
mid-1960s; most supported the UN Convention on Racial Discrimination (1966); and the 
Soviet Union (with Guinea) were the initial sponsors of the convention to deal with the 
suppression and punishment of apartheid, which was passed in 1973.  Although some 
postcolonial states in the UN welcomed the support from the Soviet bloc, others 
condemned it as cynicism and hypocrisy contrary to the rejection in the final communiqué 
of the Bandung Declaration of ‘colonialism in all its manifestations.’

For many people of colour who visited the region, the Eastern bloc was not as racially 
enlightened as it claimed. Although acts of racialized violence directed at foreign 
students who attended Moscow’s People’s Friendship/ Lumumba University appear to 
have been infrequent, the authorities repeatedly failed to deal with the racist incidents 
that did occur. They viewed such outbursts as aberrant manifestations of un-socialist 
behaviour or the legacies of older mentalities, rather than endemic social problems.
Real racism, in their view, always existed outside the socialist world: in the treatment of 
African-Americans in US cities, the violence meted out by French and British colonial 
forces, or in apartheid South Africa.

By the 1980s, the language of ‘racism is elsewhere’ had become a rhetorical device that 
ordinary people could wield against the authorities: do something about the excessive 
numbers of students or labour migrants from the South, or their unfamiliar and 
threatening behaviour, some socialist citizens warned, lest western-style racism enter the 
socialist world.  Privileged access to consumer goods, both real and perceived, at a time 
of scarcity, helped fuel a sense of (sometimes racialized) resentment among local 
populations.  As popular support for the Third World declined, acts of open 
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discrimination and violence against students and labour migrants from the South 
increased markedly.

Incomers experienced the limits of Eastern bloc support in others ways, too. Accustomed 
to the intensity of debate and sense of freedom that had accompanied political 
independence, many African students came to associate Soviet-style socialism with the 
ossification of political expression. In 1963, for instance, between 350 and 500 African 
students fled Bulgaria. They experienced the East European communist rejection of pan-
Africanism and the strict oversight of national student organizations as politically 
suffocating.  For others, the Soviet project was too similar to the western one: both 
sought to subjugate Africa and Asia. As one Nigerian student studying in Moscow put it: 
‘Africans did not wish to replace western imperialism with eastern imperialism, no matter 
how well camouflaged it might be with seeming sympathy for African nationalism.’  For 
some, the Soviet Union was not so much a communist state as another imperialist white 
country.

At moments, East European youth themselves departed from the state-directed script of 
internationalism. They adopted the anti-imperialist language of the regime, but went 
beyond it, accusing the Eastern bloc support of being insufficiently radical, or regimes of 
betraying their internationalist revolutionary principles at home.  Yugoslav youth protest 
was particularly striking for its preparedness to go beyond the state’s encouragement to 
peaceful solidarity in the workplace. There was a tradition of aggressive public anti-
imperialist protest which stretched back to February 1961, when an official rally of 
150,000 people on Belgrade’s Marx-Engels Square developed into an aggressive mob 
which threatened violence in front of the embassies and libraries of Western countries in 
response to the execution of Congolese leader Patrice Lumumba. Eventually, they 
succeeded in breaking through the police line in front of the Belgian embassy, burning 
cars and wrecking the building.  Violence directed against American institutions in 
Yugoslavia erupted following the Bay of Pigs incident and later the Cuban Missile Crisis 
and, in December 1966, in response to the intensification of bombing in Vietnam.

A pointed challenge to the official transcript of Eastern European anti-imperialism came 
from Mao’s China. Until the Sino-Soviet split of 1960, the addition of China, the world’s 
most populous country, to the family of socialist nations was used to inspire Eastern 
European citizens to view themselves as part of an ambitious new postwar global 
project.  After the split, however, identification with China was disruptive to East 
European governments. In the GDR, for instance, the growing numbers of young people 
visiting the Chinese embassy and publicly expressing allegiance to Mao’s model of violent 
struggle led the regime to ban admission to the building and proceed aggressively 
against student groups.

The Soviet language of anti-imperialism always threatened to boomerang. From the 
Chinese perspective, Europe was a continent occupied and divided between the imperial 
powers of the US and the USSR. In 1969, the Chinese daily wrote that the relationship 
between the Soviet Union and its satellite nations was ‘nothing more than the 
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relationship between the oppressive and enslaving ruling country and its colonies and 
states.’  In Maoist rhetoric, the redefinition of empire was turned back on the Soviet 
Union. If the US exercise of powers beyond its borders without formal annexation could 
be considered ‘imperialism,’ then why couldn’t the Soviet Union be held to the same 
standard? China used the same charge against Yugoslavia, seeking (with little success) to 
question the legitimacy of a Non-Aligned Movement that included a white European 
power in favour of a ‘second Bandung’ without Soviet bloc or Yugoslav participation.
Despite their best efforts, with the notable exception of Albania, the Chinese largely 
failed in their attempts to persuade Eastern European elites of the superiority of their 
standpoint over that of Moscow.  The benefits of selective cooperation with the Soviet 
bloc were simply too great to swear off in the name of an exclusionary ‘Afro-Asian 
solidarity.’

Those seeking to throw off Soviet control from within Eastern Europe, however, adapted 
a new anti-imperialist language to their own struggle. The 1956 Hungarian Uprising 
marked a crucial moment. For the re-established Hungarian socialist regime who 
suppressed the revolt, their ‘victory’ had been waged against western imperialists, in 
league with domestic ‘counter-revolutionaries’, who sought to spread a reactionary 
capitalism back into Eastern Europe. This placed them in natural solidarity with Algerians 
fighting the French state, or the Cubans struggling against American imperialism.
Much of the western world drew the opposite conclusion. For western politicians, 
particularly those on the right, the real imperialism of the postwar period was to be found 
in Eastern Europe. As Britain came under fire during the Suez Crisis for maintaining its 
colonial ambitions, Prime Minister Anthony Eden noted defensively that such accusations 
would be better directed against the Soviet Union—the fastest growing imperial power 
since World War II in terms of territory gained, he noted.  Postcolonial observers were 
more judicious in their criticism, noting a melancholy symmetry in the two acts. Nehru 
called both invasions revivals of ‘old colonial methods, which we had thought, in our 
ignorance, belonged to a more unenlightened age.’  African-Americans and opponents of 
apartheid in South Africa argued that the western world’s enthusiastic support for the 
Hungarian Uprising relied on the whiteness of its protagonists—their own struggles for 
racial justice, by contrast, were not in the 1950s yet capable of eliciting such a level of 
commitment.  Around 1960, the Year of Africa, critics of Soviet rule from the region 
itself increasingly fashioned their anti-Communist rhetoric in anti-imperialist language: if 
African nations were now granted their independence, how long would Eastern Europe 
have to wait?

By the 1970s, Eastern European states’ support for the rights to sovereignty and racial 
justice for Afro-Asian countries at international institutions rebounded back into their 
own sphere: the UN-supported Human Rights Year (1968) helped spark off some of the 
first manifestations of Soviet dissidence; some of the rights to freedom of expression and 
religion they had supported in the 1960s were taken up by the drafters of the Helsinki 
Accords in the 1970s.  Designed to decrease tensions in Europe, the 1975 agreement 
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forced Eastern bloc countries over time to provide a greater room for political expression, 
and offered a vital legal framework for nurturing the dissident movements which 
heralded the end of state socialism in the region.

East European communist regimes may have used links to the postcolonial world of the 
Global South to strengthen their own legitimacy, but alternative political imaginaries, 
whether around anti-imperialism, rights or cultural revolution, always carried the 
potential of eroding the legitimacy of regimes from the inside.

Communism and Colonialism: Analogy or 
Entanglement?
One of the most enduring descriptions of the Soviet Union came when US president 
Ronald Reagan labelled it an ‘evil empire’ in a speech to the National Association of 
Evangelicals in Orlando, Florida in 1983. In the Cold War years, the political—often anti-
communist—charge of labelling the Soviet Union an empire deterred many scholars from 
using the term analytically.  As the political stigma faded after the end of the Cold War, 
however, a number of works have begun to understand the USSR in precisely this 
framework.  Some scholars have examined the dissolution of the Soviet bloc as an ‘end 
of empire’ story, suggesting parallels to other land-based Eastern European empires, 
including the Habsburg and Ottoman empires, as contiguous, multinational empires with 
forms of universalist legitimation challenged, and eventually superseded, by nationalisms 
over time.  Others place Moscow at the centre of three quasi-imperial concentric 
formations: from the multinational territory of the Soviet Union to the adjacent East 
European ‘satellites’ and ‘client states’ in the Global South beyond.

As the moniker of empire has become less charged, so too has the description of the 
populations of the former Soviet bloc as ‘postcolonial.’ In the years around the new 
millennium, some scholars, mostly from literary studies and cultural anthropology, boldly 
claimed an analogy between the postcolonial and postcommunist condition in both East 
European satellite states and former Soviet republics.  The analogy captured the self-
understanding (often described as ‘liminal’) of East European intellectuals after the fall of 
the Berlin Wall.  At the same time, the analogy threatened to reduce postcolonialism to a 
mobile framework applicable to any and all Self/Other relationships, disconnected from 
any specific histories of racialization or formal empire.  Lost in this chain of re-
appropriation was a sense of historical periodicity. In a master framework drafted to 
understand Eastern Europe as ‘colonized’ before the 1990s and ‘“postcolonial’ afterward, 
where is the place for intellectuals from Angola and South Africa who spent time in 
Warsaw, East Berlin, and Sofia in the 1970s and 1980s? What about the Mozambican, 
Cuban, or Vietnamese guest workers treated as racialized ‘Others’ both before and after 
the end of Soviet empire in East Europe?  What about the well-established academic 
discipline of ‘orientalism’ in Communist countries?  Should this be understood as a 
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relationship between colonial societies? At the global scale, Eastern Europe’s 
membership (however vexed at different times) in the camp of the ‘white West’ deserves 
to remain central in scholarly categories of analysis.

Perhaps it is advisable to think more in terms of entanglement than analogy. Rather than 
postcolonial East European studies, we could study Cold War histoires croisées. Some 
scholars have already demonstrated how European Communist nations were points of 
reference, places of education, and ports of exile for people of colour coming from more 
conventional colonial and postcolonial contexts.  Both the Iron Curtain and the borders 
of the Black Atlantic were more porous than often assumed, offering contact zones for 
interconnection between the Eastern Bloc and the Global South.

We can demonstrate another example of such an entangled history in the close succession 
of the dissolution of the Soviet Bloc and of South African apartheid. Opposition groups in 
South Africa had long cultivated ties to the socialist East. The Soviet Bloc was hosting 
South African dissidents as early as 1951, when, for example, Ahmad Kathrada travelled 
to the World Youth Festival in Berlin at the expense of the World Federation of 
Democratic Youth.  Some eastern bloc states brought the UN-sponsored International 
Day for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination on the anniversary of the Sharpeville 
massacre (21 March) into their own domestic commemorative calendars in the 1960s.
Between 1963 and 1991, the Soviets provided substantial humanitarian and military 
support to the ANC, and military training to over 2000 activists, and political and 
specialist education to many more, including future South African president Thabo 
Mbeki.  In the 1970s and 1980s, the ANC was the most important overseas partner for 
training by the East German Stasi.  Nevertheless, the Soviet financial contribution to the 
ANC remained limited; Scandinavian countries alone provided more in the 1970s.

The official support for the anti-apartheid struggle made it difficult for Eastern European 
dissidents to make it a cause of their own. Although some in Poland’s Solidarity 
movement had recognized similarities in the parallel struggle of trade union movements 
against illegitimate power, the support of Warsaw’s Communists for the ANC, and of some 
Polish exile organizations for the apartheid state, made such identifications difficult to 
develop.  Nor could the ANC, which had not opposed ‘Soviet imperialism’ in Hungary in 
1956 or Czechoslovakia in 1968, find common cause with the Eastern European anti-
regime opposition. This was left to more moderate groups such as Federation of South 
African Trade Unions’ which looked to Solidarity in Poland, or to writers interested in 
Eastern European traditions of literary resistance against state power.

The weakening of the Soviet Union allowed parallel processes of decolonization to occur 
from 1989. One was in eastern Europe, where democracy began to function with open 
elections in Poland in June of that year, reforms toward multi-party democracy Hungary in 
October, and, eventually, the street demonstrations in Leipzig and Berlin that culminated 
in the fall of the Berlin Wall in November. The second was in southern Africa. 
Rapprochement between the West and the Soviets led to a treaty which withdrew Cuban 
troops from Angola, and the South African army from what would become the 
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independent state of Namibia.  The collapse of the Soviet Union slowly undermined the 
apartheid regime’s ‘red terror’ propaganda, weakened the hand of the radicals in the 
anti-apartheid opposition, and softened fears that black suffrage would usher in a 
Moscow-directed Communist dictatorship.  Hence, it helped erode the Manichean 
opposition that had sustained both apartheid and anti-apartheid in the late Cold War, 
opening up the possibility for compromise and an end to the last struggle of 
decolonization in Africa. The execution of Romanian leader Nicolae Ceaușescu, who had 
been developing relationships with leaders across southern Africa, was received as an 
important warning against the excessive concentration of political power.

It was only after the collapse of state socialism that oppositional movements recognized 
deeper affinities with each other.  By the early 1990s, the ANC, who had abandoned the 
armed struggle in favour of negotiation, looked to the peaceful settlement in Eastern 
Europe for inspiration through what contemporaries termed the ‘Leipzig option’.  In 
1992, a South African communist periodical wrote that ‘comrades have been invoking the 
1989 examples from Eastern Europe of massive and ongoing city centre demonstrations 
(in Leipzig, Prague, and elsewhere) which acted as the engine for the rapid demise of 
regimes.’  The political turn in countries which had once provided refuge for ANC and 
SACP exiles now gave a boost to forces across southern Africa who argued for 
marketization and political pluralism, continuing processes that had already begun in 
countries such as Mozambique and Zambia before 1989. This discovery helped many 
radical movements—from SWAPO to the South African Communist Party (SACP)—to 
appreciate that the world was turning towards multi-party politics and market 
economy.  As one scholar has noted, one might find an evocative date for both the end 
of apartheid and the Cold War—not with the release of Nelson Mandela in 1990, but 
rather with the assassination of the head of the SACP Chris Hani in 1993 by a far-right 
anti-Communist who had immigrated to South Africa from Poland in 1981.  The 
definitive end of empire also meant the death of the communist alternative.
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Conclusion
It is easy to imagine Eastern Europe playing a starring role in a global account of modern 
decolonization. It was the first site of decolonization in the twentieth century. Its 
experience of Nazi and Soviet occupation in World War II and its aftermath demonstrated 
that the end of empire and national sovereignty was reversible—a story echoed in the 
experiences of Latin America and Western Europe, and in that sense illustrative of a 
global dynamic more common than a simple shift from outright colony to postcolonial 
nation. The end of Soviet Empire in Eastern Europe could be understood as the finale to 
the century’s grand process of imperial disintegration.

In the 1960s, a range of critical voices in Eastern Europe did note the parallels between 
the struggle to end Soviet Empire and decolonization across the world. Yet the 
consciousness of these connections had all but disappeared by the 1980s. Anti-
imperialism had become too closely associated with regime rhetoric. Moreover, 
postcolonial movements’ attempts to shake off Eurocentrism had little purchase for 
oppositional movements in the Eastern bloc who sought to escape their region’s own 
subservient geopolitical status through a ‘return to Europe’. Dissident intellectuals from 
Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and Poland, in an act of cultural decolonization, coined the 
term ‘Central Europe’ to describe a zone distinct from the imperial Soviet centre—an act 
that forced Soviet intellectuals to admit to the fact that they represented an imperial 
power, a concept that was absent from their discourse.  Critical movements under 
Soviet influence understood themselves, for the most part, as part of national or regional
struggles for sovereignty. Mainstream voices in Polish Solidarity, for instance, presented 
the trade union movement as part of a national tradition of resistance against centuries-
old invaders, whether Prussian, Austrian, German, Russian, or Soviet.

Moreover, the transformation in both Eastern Europe and Southern Africa were much 
more commonly narrated in the categories of economic transition and democratization—
rather than anti-imperialism and the end of empire. The idea of a third wave of 
democratization—made famous by political scientist Samuel Huntington—has swamped a 
language of decolonization. . One scholar has argued that the ‘Manichean perspective’ 
of the Cold War beclouded the diverse visions for the future that had circulated in the 
decolonizing world.  The lauded ‘end of history’ may have been even more constricting 
as the shared horizon of free market capitalism became the sole form of political 
imagination in an era after empire.
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