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I dedicate this book to the generation that lived through 
the caesura of 1989–1991, the post-Soviet era,  

and that era’s catastrophic end. 
May the force be with us and with those who come after. 
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Introduction 

The post-Soviet era in Eastern Europe and northern Eurasia began 
in 1991 with the signing of the Belavezha and Alma-Ata Accords 
and ended in 2022 with the launch of Russia’s full-scale invasion of 
Ukraine in February of that year. Even though armed aggression—
and hence the early phase of the current war—in Ukraine had 
started eight years earlier, it was the combined air and land assaults 
by Russia on a sovereign neighboring state in February 2022 that 
put the closing punctuation mark to the post-Soviet period.1 That 
period, between the fall of the USSR and the invasion of Ukraine, 
was a significant time of change for the post-Soviet states, change 
that was driven by major developmental tendencies rooted in the 
collapse of the USSR in 1991 and expressed in the creation of new 
nation-states in Eastern Europe and northern Eurasia. Vladimir 
Putin’s decision to launch the February 2022 invasion dealt the fi-
nal, decisive blow to the post-Soviet order. 

This opening statement is the starting point for the linked ar-
guments about Post-Soviet Humans and their historical habitat that 
unfold in this book. If I am correct that the post-Soviet era has 
reached its terminus, then the era can be considered substantially 
complete for the purposes of scholarly research while phenomeno-
logically open for philosophical reflection. For this reason, and un-
like before 2022, post-Soviet studies may finally enjoy some dis-
tance from the object of their investigation. With the declining role 
of scholarly ideological engagement and identity bias, research on 
the post-Soviet era now has a chance to become an academic disci-
pline.2 

For the purposes of my argument, the post-Soviet period is 
bookended by its beginnings in the simultaneously destructive and 

 
1  The current war in Ukraine started with Russia’s seizure of the Crimean Penin-

sula in February 2014 and the installation of the pro-Russia Aksyonov govern-
ment there. 

2  An ideological commitment and identity bias were two main drawbacks that 
were obvious in studies in this area conducted over the past thirty years, in-
cluding my own. 



14 THE POST-SOVIET HUMAN 

 

creative processes of 1989–1991 in the Soviet Union and its terminus 
in another set of military and revolutionary events that acquired 
avalanche force in early 2022. These simultaneously destructive 
and creative processes of 1989–1991 and 2022 emerged in the his-
torical caesuras that separated the post-Soviet period from what it 
succeeded, the Cold War era, and what has succeeded it: a new, as 
yet unnamed time kicked off by the big war in Eastern Europe.3 

As a historical period, the post-Soviet era had its own logic 
and dialectics. The logic of its evolution is connected with what I 
call the post-Soviet tetrad, a set of four socioeconomic, cultural, and 
political trends or tendencies that can be concisely summed up as 
democratization, marketization, nationalization, and Europeaniza-
tion. Many initially thought these tendencies were conjoined in 
such a way that each would support and imply the others, and that 
if a country realized one, the probability was high that the others 
would follow. That was the logical expectation. It turned out not to 
be the case, for each tendency had its counterpart, its oppositional 
value, so to speak, that was also always available, and how the dif-
ferent tendencies and their counterparts might combine turned out 
to be unpredictable. Thus the dialectics of the era manifested in the 
way these four trends combined in contradictory ways. Emerging 
market economies, for example, could choose to support antidem-
ocratic actors, which would thenceforth limit their free market as-
pirations; the former socialist republics, now nation-states, could 
turn hostile to common European norms and practices and con-
tinue on a modified Soviet path. The individual trends themselves 
were the sites of struggles among countervailing forces as they 
sought to establish themselves. The post-Soviet democratization 
process had to compete with the pull toward autocratization. Ef-
forts to establish free markets had to struggle with oligarchical con-
trol over competition. Nation building was constantly being torn 
between ethnonationalist, civic nationalist and individualist mod-
els. The Europeanization process in the former socialist republics 

 
3  Thus the post-Soviet period can be seen as the second interwar interval, after 

the interval between the two world wars (1918–1939), in the recent history of 
Eastern European and northern Eurasian peoples. 




