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My vision d Russa has been shaped by extraordinarily boring circumstances, at least in
comparison to the rest of this conference s participants. Russa hardly touched my
private life before | entered graduate schod in 1979. Like many American youth, |
recognized Russaonly as asynonym for the Soviet Union, and as our opporent in a Cold
War. As | becane more pdliti caly conscious, and more avare of my sympathies for
democratic left pdliti cs, | also came to recognize that Soviet communism was a burden
the American right wanted to assgn the American left. Even aswe mnducted the Cold
War in ealy 1980 Central America, the Rusgan shadow loomed large through a Cuba
envisioned as proxy and a Soviet Union that was leading the unwary down the road to
global serfdom.

| entered graduate schod with the American right’s chall enge in mind, and thought that it
would be best to develop my padliti ca sense by studying inequality in the Soviet Union
diredly. A spedal isaue of the sociology journal, Socia Forces, provided the inspiration
in 1978.Its leading authors — Gerhard Lenski and Anthorny Jones — came to be my
acalemic advisors onthe sociology of Rusdatrad at the University of North Carolina.
But this ociology also shookmy padliti cd sense.

Both Jones and Lenski condicted a comparative sociology that was more scientific than
criticad, and they tended to interpret the Soviet Union more & a variation onatheme of
modernization a societal evolution than they did as a pdliti cd, chall enge threa or
dystopia. For them, the Soviet Union was an aternative modernity. They disliked the
paliti cd overtones of totalitarianism. They criti cized the pdliti cdly charged comparisons
that laid namatively ided types of democratic caitalism against negative portraits of a
Soviet redity. ldeology and redity needed to be disentangled, they argued, and ore of
the best ways to get to that redity was to focus lesson the pdliti cd aspeds of the Soviet
Union, and rather to addressmoreits cia dimensions. Here, then, we could
adknowledge and reaognize the greaer econamic eguality of Soviet life, and compare
favorably the ways in which Soviet Central Asiadevel oped its modernity in comparison
to capitali st modernitiesto their south. Of course, they argued, there was a tradeoff .
Greder econamic equality produced greaer paliti cd inequality. Inequality in humnan
societies beyond hurters and gatherers was inevitable. It's smply a dhoicewhich
inequality one aygravates.

The normative implicaions of this argument were, of course, radicaly diff erent from
both my originating democratic left commitments and simple interpretations of
totalitarianism. Communist rule, they argued, dd off er a powerful means for econamic
development and improving life chances, bu it also meant that one would, o necessty,
give up some of those pdliti cd equaliti es associated with liberalism. Their vision o
Russawas thusavision d the Soviet Union,which in turn wasavision d an aternative



modernity that produced atough choice Sociology’sjob, it seaned, was to anayze the
conditions of the dhoice and explain the tradeoffs.

In the spring of 1980,Gerhard Lenski took me aide, and recommended that | switch my
focus from Russato Poland. After al, he said, Polish sociology was much better than
Rusdan sociology, and given the relatively freePoli sh environment, | could conduct
more interesting reseach there. If | stuck with studying Russan, I might be stuck with
studying the sociology of sport in Russaif | got there & all. If | switched to Polish, |
could at least study occupational inequaliti es. | switched before Solidarity’ s formation,
but that movement certainly reinforced my dedsion. But nate the discipli nary viewpaoint.
One society is as goodas ancther for understanding, and explaining, aternative
moderniti es.

To be sure, Lenski and ather sociol ogists reamgnized Rusga s distinction, bu its
difference paled before the systemic diff erence between capitalism and socialism. In this,
sociology probably shared more with econamics than it did with pditi cd science, at least
in the latter’ sworld pditi cs sde. Lenski for instancenoted and was intrigued by Russa's
“frontier charader”, making it more like Americain their common egalitarian manner, in
contrast to Eastern and Western Europe’ s greaer accent on cultural inequaliti es. But this
was auperficia in comparisonto the accet on systems. Thus, Poland was as goodas any
other communist-ruled society for understanding the dynamics of socialism, the systemic
other to capitalism.

| still fed thisdisciplinary distinction, this borderland fed, even after communism’s
collapse in European and nathern and central Asia. Our discipline @ntinues to spe& in
terms of systemic tendencies, withou adknowledging, or recognizing, the ways in which
different national traditions shape our discussons. Consider, for instance, the
forthcoming debate in the American Journal of Sociology. Our discipline's
understanding of transitionis dispropartionately shaped by Hungarian condtions and
guestions withou much dscusson a adknowledgement. Michad Burawoy introduces
Rusgato disturb the agument, and to show that capitali st hopes are based onfaith. |
would rather say they are based onHungarian conditions, and that distressover cegpitali st
futuresis based in and aroundRussa. So, | appreaate very much this conference s focus
on Rusdgaitself, bu one cantell it i s not being designed by the American Sociologicd
Asgciation. They would rather cdl this conference lmagining Post-Socialism. So, while
my discipline is onthis conferences' s borderlands, | neverthelessfed quite & home. And
that takes me to the other borderland, the other placel have cmeto cdl home.

My disertation and first bookfocused onPoland and the Soli darity movement. | worked
with adisciplinary approac that drew on my originating interest in criticd theory and
my newfoundsociologicd imagination that focused onsocial systems. While | engaged
the pdliti cd implicaions of my argument diredly, | still treaed Poland as an example of
a Soviet-type society. My arguments dhoud, then, be ale to be extended to ather Soviet-
type societies with appropriate modificaion. But | did this despite the alvice of my

Poli sh coll eggues.



| remember the first presentation d my booK s arguments at the University of Warsaw.
They argued with me that Poland is not a Soviet-type society. Its Sciety isradicaly
different, even if it has the same system. How could this be?, my American sociologica
imagination said silently. We dl know that systemic distinctions are what court. What
abou society isimportant that is not determined by systems? That, | see now, isan
extraordinarily American dsposition, even if the focus on systems implies that panogtic
stance, the view from nowhere. It isaview from America

In the nealy two decalesthat | have been working in Poland and aher borderlands of
Rusda, | have become increasingly struck by the ways in which American sociology is
thoroughly unprepared for a sociology for, and ou of, Eastern Europe. In ead of these
societies, the sociology of the nationis one of the most important, if not the most
important, areas of study. American sociology still struggles to articulate that sociology
of the nation, and its relationship to the study of race ad ethnicity. It canlean agrea
ded from East European sociology. Indeed, ore might even improve our imagination d
Rusdato the extent we focus on haw it isrefraded through East European lenses.

| am struck by the degreeto which East European sociologies of the nation must address
Rusga Estonian sociologies obviously focus on the relationship to Rusda, inquiring into
the degreeto which Estonia and Russa represent diff erent civili zations. Ukrainian
sociologies focus on dfferent imperial legades for nationa identiti es, and thus gruggle
to identify how the Austro-Hungarian and Poli sh influences have made adifferent kind o
Ukraine than those lands formerly under Russan rule. And Polish sociology defines
itself not only by the analysis of how the Poli sh intelli gentsia made and remade Polandin
the wake of partitions. It is remarkable how much sociology today is aped by the
guestion d accesgonto the European Union, thus marking the nation's distancefrom its
immediate past, and from its former overlord in Russa, with ead understoodas
refledions of one ancther. This East European lensis, however, more than just an
interesting question in comparative sociology. |I'm also struck by how much that East
European lens dapes an American view of Russa.

The most recent evidence @mes form The New York Times onMarch 14, 2001.Anatol
Lieven and Celeste Wall ender make agrea argument abou how the West shoud be
treding Russan debt with the injunctionto “Make Rusda aBetter Neighba”. Forgive
Moscow its debts, they argue, only if Moscow forgivesits debtsto its neighbars. That
view of Moscow is certainly one that is not at odds with an East European view. The
expansion d NATO was also, df course, an argument with gred resonancein Eastern
Europe, if | have yet to find a Russan who foundit compelling. Thelist of subjeds
influenced by East European viewpoints of Russa wuld multi ply, for there ae many
people whose views of Russa ae shaped by the lens they have aquired in Russa's
borderlands.




On the other hand, there ae many whose view of Russa has always been shaped by their
residence, intellecual or physicd, in the big nations of the world. | remember being
astounced by one Ukrainian journalist’s question when he asked why Americasought to
weeken Ukraine. Perhaps| was too influenced by my Polish colleagues and American
coll eagues like Roman Szporluk, bu | could oy see an American interest in astrong
and independent Ukraine. | thought the question was non-sensicd, bu that was before
the hea of the debate over NATO’ s expansion, when Adam Michnik’ s visit to Michigan
clarified it al for me.

| was gruck by the number of students and coll eagues, with Russan groundng,
challenging Michnik over his suppat for NATO's expansion. Shoudn't we resped
Rusga’s position more? Shoudn't we worry abou the unintended consequences of
NATO'’s expansionin empowering Rusdan nationali sts? Shoudn't we resped the
Russgan sphere of influence? Michnik replied that we shoud stop treaing Russalike
they are infantile. We shoud exped that they can acoommodate to anew world order.
But that did na stop the debate. It did highlight, howvever, just how difficult it was for the
argument on the borderlands to aaquire that panogtic status the view from the center has
by default. Poland sinterest in national seaurity isidentified as particular, while
acommodating Russan national seaurity concernsis a matter of global importance

| look at Russa, therefore, through two lenses, bath of which are borderlandsin this
conference, bu also deceptively powerful. American sociology’s dispositionis powerful
not because it focuses onthe system, bu because it masks its national origins by cloaking
its questions in panoptic stances. | think it might improveits ciology, howvever, if it
could make more eplicit itsgroundng. My East European lensis also marginal,
because of the e@e with which Russa can be seen in the American mirror, from our
common frontier identities to ou fleding superpower anxieties. But this East European
lensis also powverful, because it encourages us to thin k abou how our view of Russa
depends on the placefrom which we look. | appredate enormously, therefore, the point
of this conference and look with grea anticipation to the visions of my coll eagues whaose
lives have been far more entwined with Rusgathan mine, and therefore far richer for
considering the link between hiography and hstory. And that in the end, might suggest
why sociology is not so far from center after all, for that link iswhat C. Wright Mill s
identified as the founcition for the sociologica imagination.



