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For decades now, the concept of transition has played a key role in explana-
tions about the nature, conditions, and dynamics of historical change in most 
of European and Latin American states and even societies at large. Although 
the academic usage of the concept of transition has been fairly scrutinized 
in social and human sciences, it is still often used uncritically. Much the 
same can be said of nonspecialized discourses: even nowadays the concept of 
transition has not lost its centrality in the discourse of international organi-
zations, governments, and the mass media when discussing the processes of 
political, economic, and social change. The ongoing presence of the concept 
in contemporary discourses thus justifies the need for further analysis of its 
historical semantic configurations.

Whither the Scholarship on Transition?

This volume originates from the recognition that the body of scholarly 
work concerning transitions is presently undergoing what can be accurately 
described as a “transition” itself. In the past decade, a wave of new perspec-
tives, concepts, and scholars have entered the realm of studying regime 
changes and socioeconomic transformations. This infusion has revitalized 
a field that, not too long ago, appeared to have lost momentum. However, 
comprehending the current shifts in this field necessitates a step back to 
re-examine pivotal moments in the extensive history of transition studies.

It is commonly acknowledged that the mid-1980s publication of Transitions 
from Authoritarian Rule (O’Donnell and Schmitter 1986) is the inaugural 
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milestone in the history of transition studies, marking the bedrock for what 
would eventually be termed “transitology.” Prior studies had indeed gener-
ated significant categories and theories for examining transitions (Rustow 
1970; Maravall 1982); however, the field as a distinct entity had not yet 
coalesced. As noted by one of the volume’s authors in recent reflections, 
at the project’s inception, “we had virtually no existing literature to draw 
upon” (Schmitter 2014: 71). This dearth of an established tradition of stud-
ies and reflection on the subject meant that the initial generation of theories 
did not provoke substantial controversies. While the early practitioners of 
transition studies recognized the open-ended nature of the processes they 
investigated, they primarily sought to derive generalizations from case stud-
ies centered on the conclusion of dictatorships in Southern Europe and 
Latin America. Bolstered by the apparent success of certain experiences—
most notably the Spanish transition—a framework emphasizing negotiation 
processes among political elites in Mediterranean Europe was formulated. 
This framework subsequently became a model of sorts, adaptable to diverse 
contexts (Colomer 1991; Maxwell 1991).

However, the initial “transitologists” could not have foreseen that the 
“fledgling efforts” (Schmitter 2014: 71) they were observing in Southern 
Europe and Latin America in the early 1980s would soon be followed by a 
cascade of regime changes across various parts of the world. The collapse of 
state socialism in Eastern Europe ushered in a new historical era, leaving an 
indelible impact not only regionally but also on a global scale.1 The pivotal 
chronotope symbolized by the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, subsequently 
accompanied by the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991—together with 
the unprecedented economic transformations taking place in China—her-
alded the dawn of a new ideological landscape, characterized by the near-
unquestioned dominance of neoliberal discourse. This shift had profound 
epistemological ramifications, influencing transitions in Eastern Europe  
and beyond.

Within this context, transitology experienced a surge in momentum and 
prominence. Its normative influence wielded substantial sway over political, 
economic, and social actors. At times, the assertions of transitology even 
seemed to overshadow the assumptions, hypotheses, and guidelines derived 
from prior model transitions, rendering them relatively modest in compari-
son (Bönker, Müller, and Pinckel 2002). This marked a Copernican shift: 
scholars moved from merely observing transitions “from authoritarianism” 
with a degree of respect and contingency to envisioning them as inher-
ently geared “toward democracy.” Transitions were thus predominantly 
interpreted through alignment with abstract, stylized, and decontextualized 
models, a perspective that remained unwavering (Jović 2010). The profound 
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transformation in academic discourse, often dominated by disciplines like 
economics, political science, and to a lesser extent sociology, is evident in 
the concurrent decline of the field known as Sovietology, which despite its 
numerous biases and limitations, has been acknowledged for emphasizing 
interdisciplinary approaches and underscoring the significance of contextual 
factors (Petrov 2015).

During that period, optimism was fueled by the changes unfolding in 
China. Viktor Nee (1989; 1991) cogently argued in his works that Deng 
Xiaoping’s reforms in the 1980s eroded the power of the Communist Party, 
reduced the privileges of Communist officials, and fostered increased equal-
ity. His writings sparked significant debates on how to conceptualize the 
ongoing transformations in both Asia and Europe (Szelenyi and Kostello 
1996). However, scholars in former socialist Eastern Europe soon countered 
Nee’s assertions, observing that the entrenched Communist elites were 
adept at reinventing themselves: not only did they retain their power despite 
market reforms, but they also adeptly exploited their positions, social con-
nections, and intimate knowledge of state mechanisms and public enterprises 
to establish a commanding role in the processes of economic transformation. 
This enabled them to ascend as part of the new dominant elite in Eastern 
European nations.

In hindsight, transitology’s times of glory were rather ephemeral. Within 
a short span, what the prevailing ideas of the era had foreseen as a relatively 
straightforward process took on an unforeseen and notably complex outlook. 
Authors noted that transitions in Eastern Europe were initially perceived as 
“(astonishingly) rapid, non-violent and definitive,” yet “their consolidations 
promise to be lengthy, conflictual and inconclusive” (Schmitter and Karl 
1994: 185). This assessment led to the emergence of a new, ad hoc category—
consolidology—which for some briefly rivaled transitology. However, as the 
new century dawned, a substantial wave of criticism surfaced, highlighting 
a marked disparity between the forecasts of transitologists and the actual 
outcomes in former socialist countries. These critiques gained strength from 
the adverse social impacts of privatizations, monetary reforms, and liber-
alizations. Consequently, theoretical approaches to transition faced scrutiny 
due to their teleological interpretive frameworks (Buroway and Verdery 
1999). Eventually, certain authors asserted that the transition paradigm had 
run its course (Bönker, Müller, and Pickel 2002; Carothers 2002).

An evident symptom of this academic shift was the declining acceptance 
of the term “transition,” which began to arise discomfort among experts, 
prompting its gradual replacement by alternative designations. Discourse on 
“transformation,” derived notably from Karl Polanyi’s works (Kornai 2001), 
gained substantial traction. By embracing the concept of transformation, 
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scholars were able to recapture the intricacy and unpredictability that once 
motivated critical analyses of Mediterranean and Latin American countries 
(Åslund 2007; Kavaliauskas 2012). Simultaneously, they could delve into 
the continuities within state institutions and examine the influence wielded 
by external actors like the IMF and the European Union (Ther 2016).

Interestingly, the stark contrast between theoretical expectations and 
the realities experienced in Eastern Europe contributed to the strengthen-
ing of a term that, unlike transition, emphasized the weight of the past—
“postcommunism” (Kopeček and Wociślik 2015). With the gradual 
abandonment of the once-optimistic discourse surrounding “transition coun-
tries,” scholars began spotlighting numerous “phenomena or situations that 
can no longer be seen as transitory but which have instead become embed-
ded in Eastern Europe” (Knudsen and Frederiksen 2015: 1). More recently, 
authors have characterized the political regimes emerging after the fall of state 
socialism as residing within a “gray zone” of corruption and authoritarianism, 
while some opt for the term “zombie socialism” (Chelcea and Druțǎ 2016). 
Regardless, the prevailing image remains one of incompleteness, indetermi-
nacy, and uncertainty—a persistent void, un passé qui ne passe pas. Often, 
scholars perceive these states and societies as going through a stationary and 
in-between phase, leading to their classification as “hybrid regimes” (Bogaards 
2009; Gilbert and Mohesni 2011), occasionally also being catalogued as 
“neopatrimonial states” (Fisun 2012). In recent years and despite lingering 
memories of socialist eras, as the concepts of postsocialism and postcom-
munism wane due to the mere passage of time the idea of transition appears 
increasingly obsolete (Sampson 2002; Todorova and Gille 2010; Müller 2019).

On the surface, it might appear that the exhaustion of the transition 
paradigm is limited to its initial case studies. After all, Southern and Eastern 
European nations, along with the Latin American countries central to the 
discourse on transition, are no longer undergoing such processes. However, 
the concept remains pertinent for many who presently employ it to elucidate 
more recent episodes of regime change, such as the Arab Spring (Olimat 
2008; Oud Mohamedou and Sisk 2017). Moreover, the semantics of transition 
have expanded their reach into other domains like sustainable development 
(Markard, Raven, and Truffer 2012). Nevertheless, the revival of transitol-
ogy faces significant hurdles, primarily because many of its fundamental 
assumptions from its heyday have become increasingly disconnected from a 
historical context marked by substantial political and ideological shifts.

A defining aspect of the current landscape is the increased challenge to 
neoliberal discourse and the emergence of critical perspectives emphasiz-
ing the subordinate status of former Eastern European socialist countries 
within the structures of global capitalism post-Berlin Wall’s fall (Gagyi and 
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Slačálek 2021). A similar trend has extended to Mediterranean Europe, once 
hailed by optimistic scholars of transition but transformed into a new semi-
peripheral zone within Europe after the 2008 global economic crisis. In the 
years that followed, Greece, Spain, and Portugal—previously pivotal play-
ers in what Samuel Huntington termed the “third wave” of democratization 
(1991)—swiftly transitioned from being role models to becoming second-
tier nations grappling with profound recessions, soaring unemployment 
(particularly among the youth), and externally imposed austerity measures. 
These developments intensified perceptions of systemic crisis and fueled 
the emergence of alternative discourses and initiatives for political and social 
reform trying to mitigate economic downturn through alternative measures 
(Pappas 2013; Accornero and Ramos Pinto 2020; Flescher Fominaya 2020).

Hence, arguably recent years have witnessed a relative convergence of 
trajectories between nations once heralded as trailblazer models and those 
formerly labeled as experiencing failed or disappointing transitions. A nota-
ble symptom of this is the emergence in Southern Europe of concepts like 
“post-Francoist democracy”; much like postcommunism or postsocialism, 
these notions underscore the legacy of past authoritarian regimes in con-
temporary democratic politics, paving the way for critical evaluations of the 
agreements and compromises that initially catalyzed transition processes 
(Fytili and Cardina 2023).

The parallel shifts in experiences have also significantly influenced aca-
demic discourse. Initially, the critique of neoliberal transitology in East and 
Central Europe emphasized the importance of interdisciplinary approaches 
to widen the analytical scope (Hahn, Humphrey, and Verdery 2002). This 
pursuit of alternative analytical frameworks notably led to the growing 
popularity of path dependence-centered approaches (Dobry 2000; Wiarda 
2002). Subsequently, some scholars began focusing on discourse analysis 
and delving into the political ideas underpinning the reform policies of the 
1990s (Blokker 2004). Simultaneously, others investigated the use of histori-
cal narratives during transition and the construction of memories of com-
munism in postsocialist societies (Mark 2010). More recently, in response to 
the tendency to view economic reforms as externally imposed, scholars have 
highlighted the hybrid nature of these processes and explored the contribu-
tions of local actors to the development of neoliberal economics (Bockman 
2013). In the Balkans, the necessity of reclaiming the historicity of political 
processes has been underlined to counter previous tendencies to perceive 
transitions from socialism as a form of “Bolchevism in reverse or inverted 
mirror of Soviet communism” (Petrov 2015: 17). In Mediterranean Europe, 
the trajectory has been different but has yielded somewhat similar out-
comes, as the legacies of authoritarianism have propelled scholarly interest 

European Perspectives on Transition 
A Comparative and Transnational Approach to the History of a Political and Social Concept 

Edited by Pablo Sánchez León and Agustín Cosovschi 
https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/SanchezLeonComparative 

Not for resale

https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/SanchezLeonComparative


6	 Pablo Sánchez León and Agustín Cosovschi

in memory studies among many researchers in Portugal, Greece, and Spain 
(Aguilar 2002; Loff 2014; Kovras and Stefatos 2015). Additionally, the inter-
est in transitions has prompted investigations into the historical origins of 
Southern Europe’s distinct political cultures (Fishman 2019).

Summarizing, the study of transition processes has undergone substantial 
revitalization in the past decade: new interpretative frameworks and research 
interests, particularly within discourse analysis, memory studies, and the his-
tory of political ideas, have significantly reshaped the field. These inquiries, 
often delving into language, ideas, perceptions, and representation technolo-
gies, outline the contours of a new paradigm that converge around a claim for 
historization as a means for critically renewing inherited views from political  
science. This fresh approach sets the stage for more systematically and theo-
retically informed methodologies, drawing on the methodological and heu-
ristic tools from the history of concepts and the history of political languages.

The Scope and Span of a Conceptual History of Transitions

The history of transition studies still deserves attention, primarily because 
its evolution left traces beyond the academic world, permeating language 
and discourse in political contexts, particularly during regime changes in 
Southern and Eastern Europe. This scholarly framework not only influ-
enced theoretical premises but also shaped the rhetoric of political leaders 
and ideologies, significantly impacting public opinion and influencing the 
execution of reform programs.

Transition has transcended academia to become a legitimate concept in 
political discourse, playing a pivotal role in contexts of crisis and regime 
change. Although initially associated with political change post-Cold War, 
the concept of transition has been integrated into various processes of change 
from authoritarian regimes. Actors involved in these transformations have 
employed the concept to give meaning to their actions and the broader 
outcomes of their endeavors. Consequently, the political utilization of this 
concept has intertwined with its academic development, fostering a dialogue 
across what might otherwise be considered distinct discursive spheres.

Recognizing this multilayered construction of the concept of transition 
serves as the foundation of this volume. During authoritarian regime cri-
ses, this concept was widely utilized by diverse actors, often irrespective of 
their ideological affiliations. Its widespread adoption across various discursive 
realms necessitates an exploration of its multifaceted, contested, and evolving 
meanings—as an academic category, a term used by governments and experts, 
an idea employed by ideologues and party theorists, and a notion dissemi-
nated and reproduced in the broader public sphere. The early experiences in 
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Mediterranean Europe highlight that the conceptualization of societal trans-
formations as a transition did not necessarily depend on the contributions 
of transitology or academic frameworks. However, these experiences quickly 
became the subject of scholarly analysis both domestically and internationally, 
becoming entangled within a broader network of political, social, and scientific 
meanings, often independent of their initial conceptualizers. Conversely, the 
cases in Eastern Europe reveal the influence of imported analytical models 
used by experts and professionals to frame difficult and often unpopular policy 
decisions and to underpin processes of economic and institutional change by 
using globally trending tropes. These processes have not only influenced the 
later development of political cultures and collective memory in both regions 
but have also contributed to a critical shift in scholarly examinations of past 
transitions and the stances taken by radical political actors.

The rise and decline of transitology has intersected, to some extent, 
with the growing synergy between conceptual history and the history of 
time (Koselleck 2002; Fernández Sebastián 2011; Hartog 2016; Edelstein, 
Geroulanos, and Wheatley 2020). In recent times, transition has been reim-
agined not solely as a temporality (Hirschman 2021), but also as an essential 
concept for embracing the experience of time in the modern era, as it both 
naturalizes the conclusion of historical processes and obscures or erases 
their starting point, thereby defining the essence of change from one state to 
another (Blix 2006).

Despite the interpretive prowess of conceptual history, reflections on 
transitional processes have seldom incorporated conceptual perspectives 
(Petrov 2008; 2015). On its part, the concept of transition itself has not 
undergone comprehensive historical scrutiny, aside from brief and some-
what schematic attempts (Fuentes 2008; Guilhot 2002; Lukić and Maslov 
2014). By delving into the task of historicizing the concept of transition in its 
multifaceted discursive usages, this book presents a significant contribution 
to the conceptual history of transition. Through a comparative approach to 
national case studies from Southern and Eastern Europe, it converges on the 
study of historical semantics, the history of ideas, and the analysis of political 
discourse within postauthoritarian contexts.

Issues for Comparatively Studying the Concept  
of Transition in Southern and Eastern Europe

The volume offers a comprehensive examination of the evolution of the 
concept of transition during the latter half of the twentieth century across 
Southern and Eastern Europe. The chapters scrutinize both academic and 
nonacademic applications of the concept, its dissemination in social and 
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cultural contexts, and its adaptations and evolutions within chosen national 
contexts. While some contributions focus on a single national context, most 
adopt a comparative approach, analyzing two case studies from a parallel, 
connected, perspective.

This study refrains from transregional comparisons due to several reasons. 
Firstly, it aims to compare countries undergoing similar processes of change, 
separating transitions occurring in the 1970s and 1980s within Southern or 
Mediterranean Europe from those taking place in Eastern Europe from the 
late 1980s to the 1990s. Secondly, acknowledging the inherent instability 
and porosity of regional frameworks, the study avoids reinforcing national 
stereotypes by not presenting countries as representatives of their respective 
regions, particularly regarding areas like the Balkans or the Baltic countries, 
which are often placed in a liminal and unclear position.

Four thematic axes underpin the chapters in this volume.

1)	 The relationship between the concept of transition and other concepts 
emerges prominently.

2)	 Another central theme explores the intertwined temporal dimensions 
of the concept, how transition draws from and contributes to meanings 
about the past, present, and future.

3)	 The role of experts in constructing transition discourses constitutes a 
third theme.

4)	 Lastly, the limitations of the concept of transition in capturing the 
multifaceted meanings of historical processes defined as transitions is 
also examined.

1) As the contributions suggest, transition is a concept that organizes the 
semantic fields of other fundamental political and social concepts in each of 
the national contexts discussed. It occupies a central position, condition-
ing the usage and meanings of these concepts. Revolution is one such con-
cept deeply affected by the influence of transition, as highlighted by Pablo 
Sánchez León. In processes of transition in Portugal and Spain, the field of 
transition “effectively displaced the semantic territories previously occupied 
by revolution and civil war, appropriating facets of their conceptual essence” 
(19). In Spain, especially, it diluted the radical political and ideological 
components inherent in the concept of revolution, a phenomenon mirrored 
in other Mediterranean countries aligned with the Western capitalist sphere 
during the Cold War.

In Portugal’s case, the complex interplay between discursive uses of tran-
sition and revolution, both within and outside academic spheres, had impli-
cations for core concepts like democracy. Rita Luis’s chapter sheds light on 
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how transition became dominant in literature concerning Portugal’s shift 
to multiparty politics, yet it did not replace revolution in popular memory. 
The tensions between the semantics of revolution and democracy created a 
space where democracy became an “ ‘essentially disputed’ macro-concept … 
saturated with conceptual conceptions, sometimes irreconcilable, with vary-
ing weight over time” (56), all of which has had long-lasting consequences 
on the political culture of the country.

The dynamics of transition, revolution, and democracy took on unique 
forms within countries in the former Soviet sphere, reflecting distinct social-
ist political cultures. In the Baltic republics of Lithuania and Estonia, as 
detailed in the chapter by Juhan Saharov and Justinas Dementavičius, the 
semantics of revolution were propelled by official discourses during Mikhail 
Gorbachev’s perestroika in the late 1980s. This discourse fostered semantic 
innovations centered around the language of self-management, drawing on 
traditions of popular participation in economic management that extended 
beyond conventional parliamentary pluralism. Subsequently, this language 
evolved and adapted to a more normalized discourse on democratization, 
albeit in different ways in Lithuania and Estonia, aligning with their unique 
contexts and political cultures.

Furthermore, the contributions in this volume underscore how transition 
became intertwined and sometimes overshadowed by other concepts that 
better condensed the political and social experiences of societies undergoing 
profound change. In the chapter by Benno Nietzel and Marcus Böick, the 
discourse of authorities in the German Democratic Republic during the 
early stages of transition blended revolutionary rhetoric with a necessity to 
maintain order. Despite citizens adopting a discourse of revolution during 
the German unification polemics, the initial linguistic upheaval challenging 
established political communication eventually succumbed to a discourse 
emphasizing unity.

Transition not only strains the semantic fields of order and unity but 
also extends to concepts of peace and reconciliation. It serves as a frame-
work shaping the key debates arising from regime changes, often articulated 
around opposing concepts such as consensus versus rupture, progress versus 
reaction, and more overtly ideological and contextual concepts like fascism 
versus antifascism, communism versus anticommunism. Therefore, exam-
ining the concept of transition allows us to elucidate the cultural lexicon 
through the lens of one of the most pivotal concepts of that era.

2) The concept of transition, as depicted across the contributions in this 
book, resonates strongly with temporality and temporal perceptions. Transition 
fundamentally embodies a temporal framework, encapsulating assump-
tions of an inception or commencement, progression or breakthrough, and 
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ultimate consolidation or endpoint (Carothers 2002: 7). Beyond these key 
phases, the concept delineates a vision of time segmented into stages or 
phases to be traversed, reflecting perceptions of temporality ingrained in 
modern culture long before the emergence of transitology in political sci-
ences. It has been claimed that the notion of transition provides for “the 
mechanism of evolution itself within a given epoch” (Pombeni 2015: 3), thus 
allowing to separate different contexts.2

In this sense, within the ideological framework of scientific socialism, 
the concept of transition held significant sway, particularly in discus-
sions about the shift from one mode of production to another. Agustín 
Cosovschi’s chapter delves into its vital role in the social imagination of 
Eastern European societies during the Cold War era, particularly in former 
Yugoslavia. Here, the paradigm of socialist self-management aimed to com-
bine workers’ democracy with heavy industrialization, facilitating a more 
efficient and swift transition to communism. Yet, the crisis that marked the 
late 1980s ultimately led to the collapse of this comprehensive semantic of 
transition, precipitating a crisis in the political lexicon and prompting new 
debates among intellectuals and social scientists.

Portugal presents an intriguing contrast in this regard. In this 
Mediterranean country, socialism was idealized as a telos for popular eco-
nomic participation, irrespective of the trajectory of political transition 
itself. Similar to other Southern European contexts, when revolution was 
swiftly dismissed as a horizon of expectation, the semantics of transition 
gradually transformed as it became regarded as a superseded past attempt 
to be observed from a distant vantage point. In Magda Fytili’s chapter, 
she explores how this period, initially seen as self-contained, eventually 
lost its insularity, integrating into a broader historical narrative through 
social memory and the institutionalization of new historical interpretations. 
Thereafter, as she eloquently shows, Spain and Greece have witnessed sig-
nificant shifts in the meaning of transition, evolving from signifying the 
passage from dictatorship to democracy to becoming “a frame for making 
sense of the troublesome present and uncertain future” (156).

3) Throughout the volume, the role and influence of various agents in 
shaping narratives and historical interpretations of transition processes 
emerges as a recurring theme. The concept of transition not only intricately 
intertwines various temporalities, retaining past meanings that shape the 
present experience of change; it also defines itself by the absence of vio-
lence in the shift from one regime to another. This emphasis on orderly 
processes highlights the role of politics and, significantly, underscores the 
domain of law. Across transitions, the proclamation of a constitution marks 
a pivotal moment delineating the transition between regimes. In Chapter 7, 
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Michał Stambulski and Jakub Szumski examine the contribution of lawyers 
in Poland during transition. They emphasize that constitutionalists played 
a crucial role by presenting a narrative of continuity in the state and the 
rule of law, supporting a nonrupture-based transition. At the same time, 
the authors illustrate how diverse backgrounds and positions among Polish 
lawyers led to distinct viewpoints and interpretive legacies concerning the 
postcommunist democratic order, with differing perspectives on law’s role 
in sanctioning or promoting change.

Experts, historians, and social scientists have sought to comprehend 
these transitions, identifying primary actors driving transformation and 
examining their own intricate roles within these processes. However, 
there’s a tendency in elite-centered approaches to downplay the active role 
of the majority of citizens. This parallels the treatment of similar ques-
tions by scholars studying revolutions. The observation made by Reinhart 
Koselleck about revolutions also applies to transitions: they contain future 
projections and prophecies, accelerating historical time, and their suc-
cess or failure hinges on the disparity between projected goals and actual 
achievements.

4) Concerning the limitations of the concept, similar to the language 
surrounding revolutions, the vocabulary of transition might evolve into the 
language of an ongoing, never fully realized process, possibly solidifying 
as a state of permanent transition or transitoriness. Chapter 8, by Adam 
Fabry and Zoltán Pogátsa, navigates through different periods perceived as 
transitions within Hungary throughout the twentieth century until the pre-
sent day. This analysis not only sheds light on Hungary’s current political, 
economic, and social context concerning its “repeated transitions” but also 
highlights the heuristic limitations of applying the term transition to diverse 
and disparate experiences.

Taken together, the insights provided by this volume and its contribu-
tions illuminate the tensions inherent in employing the concept of transi-
tion to homogenize processes that are ultimately unique and singular. The 
authors collectively underscore the diverse gaps that the concept of transi-
tion generates within different national contexts, emphasizing the discon-
nection between theoretical models and the lived realities on the ground. 
This disparity often manifests as a breach between anticipated expectations 
and actual outcomes.

The once-prevailing normative fixation on the concept of transition 
resulted in the imposition of transnational academic, scientific, and policy 
models that struggled to adapt to individual national contexts. This pre-
dicament aligns with the challenges faced by concepts perceived as “out 
of place” when applied beyond their original contexts (Schwarz 1977). 
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Echoing tensions observed in the conceptual and intellectual history of  
semi-peripheral societies, the analogy drawn by the Romanian writer Tito 
Maiorescu about “forms without substance” (formele fără fond) underscores 
the challenge of adopting Western institutions without fully aligning them 
with the underlying cultural, societal, or contextual realities (Boia 2011: 
66–70).

As summarized in the “Afterword” by Augusta Dimou, these ten-
sions, prevalent in political, cultural, and social dimensions, often lead to 
a pervasive sense of incompleteness in transition processes that can breed 
frustration, exhaustion, and disenchantment among the citizens of socie-
ties undergoing such profound transformations. Ultimately, the concept 
of transition falls short in encapsulating the experiences of those who are 
the primary participants in these transformative processes. For them, the 
concept that labels these processes will continue to elicit contradictory 
feelings, memories, and expectations. This complexity highlights the criti-
cal importance for scholars to delve deeper into the historical context and 
evolution of this concept.
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Notes

This publication is a partial result of Grant ATR2024-154403 funded by MICIU/AEI/  
10.13039/501100011033 and by European Union NextGeneration EU/PRTR.

1.	 Recognizing the myriad debates surrounding the various names attributed to the 
region and the weight of labels in shaping political and cultural landscapes, we have 
chosen to employ the toponym “Eastern Europe.” This term was widely utilized by  
both local and foreign entities to delineate a relatively cohesive region in political, 
social, and economic terms during the Cold War era—the period that serves as the 
departing point for the majority of chapters in this book that focus on former social-
ist states. See the earlier volume in this book series (Mishkova and Trencsényi 2017).

2.	 “[I]‌f periods are both self-contained and radically distinct, it becomes necessary 
to imagine, at their borders, a brief temporal span that bridges the gap, a sort 
of gray zone that distributes the process of transformation over time, to avoid 
the impression of a sudden incomprehensible rupture-today the Middle Ages, 
tomorrow the Renaissance” (Blix 2006: 53).

References

Accornero, Guya, and Pedro Ramos Pinto. 2020. “Politics in Austerity: Strategic 
Interactions between Social Movements and Institutional Actors in Portugal, 
2010–2015.” In Political Representation and Citizenship in Portugal from Crisis to 
Renewal, 45–69. Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield.

Aguilar, Paloma. 2002. Memory and Amnesia. The Role of the Spanish Civil War in the 
Transition to Democracy. New York and Oxford: Berghahn Books.

Åslund, Anders. 2007. How Capitalism Was Built: The Transformation of Central and 
Eastern Europe, Russia, the Caucasus, and Central Asia. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press.

Blix, Göran. 2006. “Charting the ‘Transitional Period’: The Emergence of Modern 
Time in the Nineteenth Century.” History and Theory 45(1): 51–71.

Blokker, Paul. 2004. “Ideas, Culture, and History in Transition Studies.” Czech 
Sociological Review 40(6): 869–78.

Bockman, Johanna. 2013. Markets in the Name of Socialism: The Left-Wing Origins of 
Neoliberalism. Stanford, California: Stanford University Press.

Bogaards, Matthijs. 2009. “How to Classify Hybrid Regimes? Defective Democracy 
and Electoral Authoritarianism.” Democratization 16(2): 399–423. https://doi.
org/10.1080/135103​4090​2777​800.

Boia, Lucian. 2011. De ce este România altfel? [Why is Romania Different?]. Bucarest: 
Humanitas.

Bönker, Frank, Κlaus Müller, and Αndreas Pickel. 2002. “Cross-Disciplinary 
Approaches to Postcommunist Transformation: Context and Agenda.” In 
Postcommunist Transformation and the Social Sciences: Cross-Disciplinary 
Approaches, ed. Frank Bönker, Κlaus Müller, and Αndreas Pickel, 1–38. Lanham, 
Boulder, New York, Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

European Perspectives on Transition 
A Comparative and Transnational Approach to the History of a Political and Social Concept 

Edited by Pablo Sánchez León and Agustín Cosovschi 
https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/SanchezLeonComparative 

Not for resale

https://doi.org/10.1080/13510340902777800
https://doi.org/10.1080/13510340902777800
https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/SanchezLeonComparative


14	 Pablo Sánchez León and Agustín Cosovschi

Burawoy, Michael, and Katherine Verdery. 1999. Uncertain Transition: Ethnographies 
of Change in the Postsocialist World. Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield.

Carothers, Thomas. 2002. “The End of the Transition Paradigm.” Journal of 
Democracy 13(1): 5–21.

Colomer, Josep M. 1991. “Transitions by Agreement: Modeling the Spanish Way.”  
The American Political Science Review 85(4): 1283–302. https://doi.org/10.2307/  
1963​946.

Chelcea, Liviu, and Oana Druţǎ. 2016. “Zombie Socialism and the Rise of 
Neoliberalism in Post-Socialist Central and Eastern Europe.” Eurasian Geography 
and Economics 57(4–5): 521–44.

Dobry, Michel. 2000. “Les voies incertaines de la transitologie: choix stratégiques, 
séquences historiques, bifurcations et processus de path dependence” [The 
Uncertain Ways of Transitology: Strategic Decisions, Historical Sequences, 
Bifurcations and Path Dependency Processes]. Revue française de science politique 
50(4–5): 585–614.

Edelstein, Dan, Geroulanos, Stefanos, and Wheatley, Natasha, eds. 2020. Power 
and Time: Temporalities in Conflict and the Making of History. Chicago (Il.): The 
Chicago University Press.

Fernández Sebastián, Javier, ed. 2011. Political Concepts and Time: New Approaches to 
Conceptual History. Santander: Universidad de Cantabria/MacGraw-Hill.

Fishman, Robert M. 2019. Democratic Practice: Origins of the Iberian Divide in Political 
Inclusion. New York: Oxford University Press.

Fisun, Oleksandr. 2012. “Rethinking Post-Soviet Politics from a Neopatrimonial 
Perspective.” Demokratizatsiya. The Journal of Post-Soviet Democratization. 
https://ssrn.com/abstr​act=2645​304.

Flesher Fominaya, Cristina. 2020. Democracy Reloaded: Inside Spain’s Political 
Laboratory from 15-M to Podemos. New York: Oxford Academic,

Fuentes, Juan F. 2008. “Transición” [Transition]. In Diccionario político y social  
del siglo XX español [Political and Social Dictionary of 20th-Century Spain], 
ed. Javier Fernández Sebastián and Juan F. Fuentes, 1173–83. Madrid: Alianza 
Editorial.

Fytili¸ Magda, and Miguel Cardina. 2023. “From History to Memory: Representations 
of Regime Change in Portugal, Spain and Greece.” Mélanges de la Casa de 
Velázquez 53(1). http://journ​als.open​edit​ion.org/mcv/18846.

Gagyi, Agnes, and Ondřej Slačálek, eds. 2021. The Political Economy of Eastern 
Europe 30 years into the “Transition£: New Left Perspectives from the Region. Berlin: 
Springer Nature.

Guilhot, Nicolas. 2002. “ ‘The Transition to the Human World of Democracy’: 
Notes for a History of the Concept of Transition, from Early Marxism to 1989.” 
European Journal of Social Theory 5(2): 219–42. https://doi.org/10.1177/136843​  
1022​2225​423.

Gilbert, Leah, and Payam Mohseni. 2011. “Beyond Authoritarianism: The 
Conceptualization of Hybrid Regimes.” Studies in Comparative International 
Development 46: 270–97. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12​116-011-9088-x.

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

European Perspectives on Transition 
A Comparative and Transnational Approach to the History of a Political and Social Concept 

Edited by Pablo Sánchez León and Agustín Cosovschi 
https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/SanchezLeonComparative 

Not for resale

https://doi.org/10.2307/1963946
https://doi.org/10.2307/1963946
https://ssrn.com/abstract=2645304
http://journals.openedition.org/mcv/18846
https://doi.org/10.1177/13684310222225423
https://doi.org/10.1177/13684310222225423
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12116-011-9088-x
https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/SanchezLeonComparative


	 Introduction	 15

Hahn, Chris, Caroline Humphrey, and Katherine Verdery. 2002. “Introduction: 
Post-Socialism as a Topic of Anthropological Investigation.” In Postsocialism, ed. 
Chris Hahn, 1–28. London: Routledge.

Hartog, François. 2016. Regimes of Historicity: Presentism and Experiences of Time. 
New York: Columbia University Press.

Hirschman, Daniel. 2021. “Transitional Temporality.” Sociological Theory 39(1), 
48–58. https://doi.org/10.1177/07352​7512​0981​048.

Huntington, Samuel L. 1991. The Third Wave. Democratization in the Late Twentieth 
Century. Norman (OK): The University of Oklahoma Press.

Jović, Dejan. 2010. “Problems of Early Post-Communist Transition Theory: From 
Transition from to Transition to.” Politička misao 47: 44–68.

Kavaliauskas, Tomas. 2012. Transformations in Central Europe between 1989 and 2012: 
Geopolitical, Cultural, and Socioeconomic Shifts. Langham (MD): Lexington Books.

Knudsen, Ida H., and Martin D. Frederiksen. 2015. Ethnographies of Grey Zones in 
Eastern Europe. Relations, Borders and Invisibilities. London-New York: Anthem 
Press.

Kopeček, Michal, and Piotr Wociślik. 2015. “Introduction: Towards an Intellectual 
History of PostSocialism.” In Thinking through Transition. Liberal Democracy, 
Authoritarian Past, and Intellectual History in East Central Europe After 1989, 1–35. 
Budapest and New York: CEU Press.

Kornai, Janos. 2001. La transformation économique postsocialiste: Dilemmes et décisions 
[The Post-Socialist Economic Transformation: Dilemmas and Decisions]. Paris: 
Maison des Sciences de l’Homme.

Koselleck, Reinhard. 2002. The Practice of Conceptual History: Timing History, 
Spacing Concepts. Stanford (CA): Stanford University Press.

Kovras, Iosif, and Katerina Stefatos. 2015. “Buried Silences of the Greek Civil 
War.” In Necropolitics: Mass Graves and Exhumations in the Age of Human Rights, 
ed. Francisco Ferrandiz and Antonius C. G. M. Robben, 159–84. Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press.

Loff, Manuel. 2014. “Dictatorship and Revolution: Socio-political Reconstructions 
of Collective Memory in Post-Authoritarian Portugal.” Culture & History Digital 
Journal 3(2): e017. http://dx.doi.org/10.3989/chdj.2014.017.

Lukić, Atila, and Gordan Maslov. 2014. “‛Did Somebody Say ‘Transition’? A 
Critical Intervention into the Use of a Notion.” Praktyka Teoretyczna 13(3): 203–
23. https://doi.org/10.14746/pt.2014.3.8.

Maravall, José M. 1982. The Transition to Democracy in Spain. London: Croom Helm.
Mark, James. 2010. The Unfinished Revolution: Making Sense of the Communist Past in 

Central-Eastern Europe. New Haven: Yale University Press.
Markard, Jochen, Robert Raven, and Bernhard Truffer. 2012. “Sustainability 

Transitions: An Emerging Field of Research and Its Prospects.” Research Policy 
41: 955–67.

Maxwell, Kenneth. 1991. “Spain’s Transition to Democracy: A Model for Eastern 
Europe?” Proceedings of the Academy of Political Science 38(1): 35–49. https://doi.
org/10.2307/1173​811.

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

European Perspectives on Transition 
A Comparative and Transnational Approach to the History of a Political and Social Concept 

Edited by Pablo Sánchez León and Agustín Cosovschi 
https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/SanchezLeonComparative 

Not for resale

https://doi.org/10.1177/0735275120981048
https://doi.org/10.14746/pt.2014.3.8
https://doi.org/10.2307/1173811
https://doi.org/10.2307/1173811
http://dx.doi.org/10.3989/chdj.2014.017
https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/SanchezLeonComparative


16	 Pablo Sánchez León and Agustín Cosovschi

Mishkova, Diana, and Balázs Trencsényi. 2017. European Regions and Boundaries: A 
Conceptual History. New York/Oxford: Berghahn Books.

Müller, Martin. 2019. “Goodbye, Postsocialism!” Europe-Asia Studies 71(4): 533–50. 
https://doi.org.10.1080/09668​136.2019.1578​337.

Nee, Víctor. 1989. “A Theory of Market Transition: From Redistribution to Markets 
in State Socialism.” American Sociological Review 54: 663–81.

———. 1991. “Social Inequalities in Reforming State Socialism: Between 
Redistribution and Markets in China.” American Sociological Review 56: 267–82.

O’Donnell, Guillermo, and Philip C. Schmitter. 1986. Transitions from Authoritarian 
Rule: Tentative Conclusions about Uncertain Democracies. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press.

Olimat, Muhamad S. 2008. “The Fourth Wave of Democratization.” American Journal 
of Islam and Society 25(2): 16–48. https://doi.org/10.35632/ajis.v25i2.399.

Ould Mohamedou, Mohammad-Mahmoud, and Timothy D. Sisk, eds. 2017. 
Democratisation in the 21st Century: Reviving Transitology. New York: Routledge.

Pappas, Takis S. 2013. “Why Greece Failed.” Journal of Democracy 24(2): 31–45.
Petrov, Kristian. 2008. “Construction, Reconstruction, Deconstruction: The Fall of 

the Soviet Union from the Point of View of Conceptual History.” Studies in East 
European Thought, 60(3): 179–205. http://www.sprin​gerl​ink.com/cont​ent/12828​  
6460​9377​36h/.

———. 2015. “ ‘Transition’ in Hindsight: 1990s Transitology as an Object of 
Intellectual History.” In Beyond Transition? Memory and Identity Narratives in 
Eastern and Central Europe, ed. Barbara Törnquist-Plewa, Niklas Bernsand, and 
Eleonora Narvselius, 11–22. Lund: Lund University.

Pombeni, Paolo, ed. 2015. The Historiography of Transition: Critical Phases in the 
Development of Modernity (1494–1973). New York: Routledge.

Rustow, Dankwart A. 1970. “Transitions to Democracy: Toward a Dynamic Model.” 
Comparative Politics 2(3): 337–63. https://doi.org/10.2307/421​307.

Sampson, Steven L. 2002. “Beyond Transition: Rethinking Elite Configurations in 
the Balkans.” In Postsocialism: Ideals, Ideologies and Practices in Eurasia, ed. C. M. 
Hann, 297–317. London: Routledge.

Schmitter, Philip C. 2014. “Reflections of Transitology—Before and After.” In 
Reflections on Uneven Democracies: The Legacy of Guillermo O’Donnell, ed. Daniel 
M. Brinks, Marcelo Leiras, and Scott Mainwaring, 71–86. Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press.

Schmitter, Philippe C., and Terry L. Karl. 1994. “The Conceptual Travels of 
Transitologists and Consolidologists: How Far to the East Should They Attempt 
to Go?” Slavic Review 53(1): 173–85.

Schwarz, Roberto. 1977. “As idéias fora do lugar” [Ideas out of Place]. In Ao vencedor 
as batatas. Forma literária e processo social nos inícios do romance brasileiro [To the 
Winner the Potatoes. Literary Form and Social Process in the Beginnings of the 
Brazilian Novel], 13–28. Sâo Paulo: Duas cidades.

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

European Perspectives on Transition 
A Comparative and Transnational Approach to the History of a Political and Social Concept 

Edited by Pablo Sánchez León and Agustín Cosovschi 
https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/SanchezLeonComparative 

Not for resale

https://doi.org.10.1080/09668136.2019.1578337
https://doi.org/10.35632/ajis.v25i2.399
http://www.springerlink.com/content/128286460937736h/
http://www.springerlink.com/content/128286460937736h/
https://doi.org/10.2307/421307
https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/SanchezLeonComparative


	 Introduction	 17

Szelenyi, Ivan, and Eric Kostello. 1996. “The Market Transition Debate: Toward 
a Synthesis?” American Journal of Sociology 101(4): 1082–96. http://www.jstor.
org/sta​ble/2782​241.

Ther, Philipp. 2016. Europe since 1989: A History. Princeton University Press, 
Princeton and Oxford.

Todorova, Maria, and Zsuzsa Gille. 2010. Post-Communist Nostalgia. New York: 
Berghahn.

Wiarda, Howard J. 2002. “Southern Europe, Eastern Europe, and Comparative 
Politics: ‘Transitology’ and the Need for a New Theory.” East European Politics 
and Societies 15(3): 485–501.

  

  

  

  

European Perspectives on Transition 
A Comparative and Transnational Approach to the History of a Political and Social Concept 

Edited by Pablo Sánchez León and Agustín Cosovschi 
https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/SanchezLeonComparative 

Not for resale

http://www.jstor.org/stable/2782241
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2782241
https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/SanchezLeonComparative



