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Topic 003: Eastern Europe 

 
Introduction 
 

Europe is considered by many to be a strictly first world place. The word 

“Europe” conjures images of Parisian shopping, German trains, Big Ben, perhaps 

some Norwegian Fjords. But a good portion of Europe lives in comparative 

poverty and under continual fear of war. This situation is true for much of 

Eastern Europe, which for the purposes of this paper is defined as the previous 

Eastern Bloc of the Soviet Union. This paper will focus on the post-Soviet states 

of Ukraine, Georgia, Belarus, Moldova, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and 

Armenia. Although many other nations are part of Eastern Europe by other 

definitions of the term, these nations are currently the most at risk economically 

and in terms of their national security . Please feel free to bring up any other 1

nations in the area which you believe are important to the prosperity of Eastern 

Europe; however, these are the nations which will be discussed in this background 

guide. The situation for these states is dire on two fronts; first there is extreme 

1 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/jun/09/-sp-profiles-post-soviet-states 
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economic collapse which has just been worsening since the 1998 collapse of the 

ruble . Second, there is the constant threat of attack from their much larger, much 2

more dangerous neighbour, Russia. The hardest part of this position is the fact 

that Russia itself has a place on the security council. How can one convince a 

country to fight against an aggressor when it itself is the aggressor? Both of these 

problems must be solved to bring prosperity to Eastern Europe.  

 

The Fall of the Soviet Union and Yeltsin’s Capitalism 

In 1991, the Soviet Union collapsed. This is portrayed in many history 

textbooks as the triumph of capitalism over communism, of freedom over 

oppression, as something which happened instantly and was entirely a force for 

good. With the collapse of the Union, so to collapsed the economic and civil 

institutions of the vast, sprawling regions. This was particularly bad for Russia, 

which lacked even a civil opposition. Countries like Hungary, Czechoslovakia, and 

Poland were able to form governments made up of opposition leaders relatively 

quickly, but Russia lacked any dissenters. It had trained its people through 

starvation and fear of Gulag imprisonment into quiet assent. While Ukraine got 

Viktor Yushchenko and Czechoslovakia got Vaclav Havel, Russia elected a party 

insider, Boris Yeltsin. He was a man who did not understand capitalism in the 

least, often yelling at unfortunate deputies for failing to fix prices at reasonable 

levels. He also created an army of apparatchiks who stood in the face of their 

reform. Their job was to run the communist economy at a time when they were 

supposed to be dismantling the soviet economy. This meant that the economic 

2 Chrystia Freeland. “Sale of the Century” (Abacus, 2005) 
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reformers such as deputy prime ministers Gaidar and Chubais  could not make 3

any massive changes. The capitalism they created was more destructive and more 

corrupt than anything similar to true capitalism. This impacted Russia greatly. 

GDP was only around 20% higher in the late 90s than in nearby Poland which 

was much smaller and had started in the same place economically .  4

Russia’s problem is cultural. The way of governance is based off of the 

apparat and the strongman. Russia’s reformers (Gaidar and Chubais) were 

regularly held back by apparatchiks and relied on the support of strongmen 

leaders such as Yeltsin and Putin. They didn’t build a political base and as a result 

had no power of their own. They became “McKinsey Reformers” fired on their 

bosses will with no actual position in their “company”; the Soviet Union. They 

privatized the country and the region, but weren’t able to do it properly. The 

result was corruption on a massive scale. The government permitted this 

corruption as they assumed it to be necessary in order to create a capitalist nation. 

But what they ended up creating was a backwater capitalist state and an effective 

plutocracy. Companies were mismanaged and the economy failed, at one point 

truly flagrantly during the collapse of 1998. The Russian economy is still in the 

dumps today, with a weak rouble and regular devastating inflation. The only 

reason that it hasn’t quite failed completely is its long line of strongmen which 

have forced the government to stay cohesive and have gained power because of 

the appeal of populist leaders to suffering populaces.   

3 Chrystia Freeland. “Sale of the Century” (Abacus, 2005) 
4  Chrystia Freeland. “Sale of the Century” (Abacus, 2005) 
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What did Russian economic woes mean for Eastern Europe? They 

resulted in the rise of Vladimir Putin and made a failed state of the largest power 

in the region.  

Modern Day Post Soviet States 

Russia’s instability has made victims of those countries which joined it in 

the Soviet Union. Russia has been in the news lately for interfering in the US 

elections; these are countries that have had Russian interference in every election. 

Their economies and political structures are in similar states as the Russian one. 

There is widespread corruption caused by the shock therapy sell offs of state 

capital and poverty is rampant. Here are some short descriptions of the former 

states and their problems;  

Belarus  567

Belarus is Europe’s last dictatorship, having been ruled by Alexander 

Lukashenko for the past 20 years. It has major problems with opposition 

harassment and has no real free press. Recent dealings with the EU have resulted 

in travel bans and sanctions. It is a member of the Russian customs union, which 

Russia hopes to use as an Eastern EU. The country is regularly without power and 

food and clean water shortages are common.  

Ukraine  89

Ukraine is currently in a hot war with Russia, which is occupying Crimea 

and Eastern Ukrainian regions such as Donetsk and Dnipropetrovsk. It has 

5 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/jun/09/-sp-profiles-post-soviet-states 
6 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2011/may/14/belarus-presidential-candidate-jailed 
7 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/financial-sanctions-belarus 
8 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/jun/09/-sp-profiles-post-soviet-states 
9 http://content.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,832225,00.html 
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survived two revolutions since the fall of the Soviet Union, the Orange 

Revolution when corrupt Russian politicians attempted to gain control of the 

presidency but were stopped by crowds of angry Ukrainians and the Revolution 

of Hidnostei (something like morality) wherein another group of Ukrainian 

protesters forced President Viktor Yanukovych out of the country due to his 

blatant corruption and his destruction of Ukrainian ties with the EU on behalf of 

Moscow. Ukraine is currently ruled by pro-western president Petro Poroshenko. 

Much of the country is without proper power or drinking tap water, and eastern 

Ukraine is a perilous war zone.  

Georgia  1011

Georgia, unlike Ukraine, was successful in its negotiations for greater EU 

ties. However, like Ukraine, it has had a rough post Soviet experience, being riven 

by two separatist movements in Abkhazia and South Ossetia, and by a civil war 

that left the centre of the capital, Tbilisi, in ruins. It was beset by corruption until 

the 2003 Rose Revolution which brought pro-western politicians to power. Since 

then, relations with Russia have soured significantly, but levels of corruption, 

police brutality, and the strength of the parliament over the executive, have all 

grown considerably. However, because of its proximity to Russia, oil and gas are 

frequently unavailable in Georgia and much of the country lives in poverty 

similarly to Ukraine and Belarus.   

Moldova  1213

10 https://themoscowtimes.com/news/georgian-wine-comes-back-to-russia-25778 
11 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/jun/09/-sp-profiles-post-soviet-states 
12 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/jun/09/-sp-profiles-post-soviet-states 
13 
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/apr/01/transnistria-putin-west-europ
e-dniester-river-moldova 
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Moldova is among Europe’s poorest countries . There were repeated 14

bouts of internal political and economic turmoil during the late 1990s and early 

2000s, though the situation has stabilised in recent years. Poverty here is truly 

intense, it being one of the poorest nations in the world. Internationally, although 

it is on track to being a member of the EU, Russia has been attempting to block 

its aspirations using two different separatist movements. 

 

Moldovans follow a coffin containing a tuberculosis victim. The disease, 

unheard of in much of the west, is endemic in Moldova due to lack of sanitation.  

Kazakhstan  15

Kazakhstan is another dictatorship, led by  Nursultan Nazarbayev since 

1991. He has spent the last two and a half decades murdering political opponents 

left and right and was recently declared a “father of his people” in 2010. 

Kazakhstan has very strong ties with Russia- the Nazarbayev government has 

been propped up by Russian troops in the past.  

14 https://www.imf.md/ 
15 http://www.eurasianet.org/node/64745 
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Kyrgyzstan  16

Kyrgyzstan has had several dictators since the collapse of the Soviet 

Union and in 2010 suffered major ethnic riots, leading to the death of hundreds. 

Its economy has essentially been in collapse since then, and it is heavily supported 

by Russia. Many kyrgyz migrant workers travel there annually.  

Armenia  17

Armenia is the poorest country in the Caucuses, with ⅓ of the population 

living below the poverty line. Armenia is Russia’s closest ally in the region and was 

important as a base for Russian troops when Russia attacked Georgia on the 

grounds that it was moving too far away from Moscow’s control. Armenia even 

hosts a Russian military base near the provincial city of Gyumri. 

Tajikistan  18

Tajikistan is the very poorest of the post soviet republics, with average 

annual income at only $880. It is in a very strategic location, situated on 

Afghanistan’s northern border. As a result, it has served as an important  supply 

route for US and Nato operations against the Taliban. However Tajikistan is 

heavily dependent on Russia; its economy would collapse without Russian aid. 

Moscow even keeps a permanent army division in Tajikistan.  

The country is wildly corrupt and people live in extremely poor 

conditions. Blackouts are common. An eighth of a population is in Russia on 

16 
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-kyrgyzstan-usa-base/mission-accomplished-for-u-s-a
ir-base-in-pro-moscow-kyrgyzstan-idUSBREA251SA20140306 
17 
https://www.vice.com/en_uk/article/qbe34b/nagorno-karabakh-republic-katie-engelhart 
18 
http://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-asia-17439098/tajik-migrant-workers-struggle-to-m
ake-a-living-in-russia 
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guest working visas and 52% of GDP is made up of remittances from these 

migrant labourers.  

It should be noted that in almost all of these nations, Russian military and 

political intervention has been a recurring problem. Russia has been previously 

criticized for these actions, such as the annexation of Crimea, its occupation of 

much of Georgia, or its installment of leaders(see Viktor Yanukovych), but 

nothing has been done about it. That will be up to you.  

 

Pertinent Questions 

How can Russian aggression be halted without aggravating Russia itself? 

Should post-Soviet states like Ukraine and Belarus join international organizations 

such as NATO and the EU?  

How can poverty be averted in Eastern Europe? 

How can we build up post-Soviet economies?  
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