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the African continent as its inhabitants 
negotiated post-colonial identities. Why 
not dwell on the first direct elections to 
the European parliament as a way to ex-
plore the promises of the European Un-
ion but also the inbuilt difficulties it has 
faced? And, more synthetically, why not 
dig more fully into the question of gender? 
The year 1979 lies solidly in the midst of 
second-wave feminism. Bösch does take 
up this theme briefly in his discussion of 
Thatcher’s challenges to patriarchal norms. 
He could have devoted much more atten-
tion, however, to the changes at the inter-
section of power and gender, which helped 
inaugurate our contemporary world – one 
fundamentally shaped not only by Thatch-
er but also by the leadership of women 
like Angela Merkel in Germany, Michelle 
Bachelet in Chile, Ellen Johnson Sirleaf in 
Liberia, and Christine Lagarde at the In-
ternational Monetary Fund as well as by 
Pussy Riot, the Me Too movement, and 
the ongoing global fight for women’s re-
productive rights. 
These criticisms, however, are mostly quib-
bles that do not overshadow the book’s 
strengths. Bösch’s breadth will stimulate 
specialists in many fields interested in 
broadening their appreciation of the pre-
history of our present moment. And he 
offers to scholars of Germany a new lens 
for understanding how the country came 
to occupy its position as a global leader. 
One hopes that the book will be translated 
in order to reach a wider audience.
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The year 1989 is still alive. It has been 
in very different mass movements in the 
post-socialist era: Occupy (2011), Arab 
Spring (2011), Ukrainian Euromaidan 
(2013/14), Brexit (2016), Hong Kong 
(2019/20), and recent anti-government 
protests in Belarus (2020/21). Even this 
brief list signals the timeliness of mapping 
the globalization of 1989 beyond the for-
mer Eastern bloc. The Long 1989, a book 
of nine chapters edited by Piotr Kosicki 
and Kyrill Kunakhovich, aims to explore 
these manifold historical and geographical 
interconnections and entanglements three 
decades after the revolutionary events.1 
The book sits within an array of recent 
works that aim to step out of national and 
regional frames and contribute to global 
and “long” historical understandings of 
1989.2 Their new perspectives reconfig-
ure our understandings about the region 
through global comparisons, interconnec-
tions, and circulation, thereby contesting 
how 1989 has been appropriated and can-
onized by the West and simultaneously in-
ternalized and regionalized within Eastern 
Europe by anti-communist and nationalist 
narratives.
But how to spatialize 1989? As a critical 
geographer and global historian, I am es-
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pecially excited about the editors’ ambi-
tion of “tracing the diffusion of revolu-
tion” (p. 4). Martin K. Dimitrov looks at 
conditions facilitating successful “learning 
from diffusion” across political regimes 
vis-à-vis Eastern Europe, China, and Rus-
sia (and the Soviet Union), while Mehmet 
Döşemeci explores how after the Arab 
Spring “the 2011 script had gone global” 
(p. 223). Diffusion is complicated, as Dim-
itrov demonstrates, as its dynamics include 
both learning and resisting, while ideas 
and practices often travel across political 
regimes and agendas. As Adrian Guelke 
and Tom Junes aptly show, South African 
anti-apartheid communists “copied” Pol-
ish anti-communists’ non-violent resist-
ance, mediatized indirectly through the 
“Leipzig way”.
But what does diffusion actually mean? 
The answers in the book are provocative 
yet sometimes disappointing. Dimitrov’s 
critique of the “classic theories of diffu-
sion” is confusing without references to 
theorizing diffusion, including to any ge-
ographers. The static and unidirectional 
concepts of diffusion and transfer have 
been questioned by approaches to the ge-
ographies of knowledge, science and tech-
nology studies, and mobility studies. The 
“mobilities turn” has shown how political 
ideas, knowledge, symbols, practices, tech-
nologies, and policies are mobilized by 
various actors operating on different scales 
and are shaped in transit within networks 
of circulation. The authors resort to politi-
cal theory’s rather insular idealist and insti-
tutionalist views and leave actor-based and 
structurally conditioned mobilities under-
conceptualized.
The volume’s novelty lies in showing how 
the “myth of 1989” – as Valeria Korablyo-

va writes, a “peculiarly Western European 
reading of 1989” – had been mobilized 
from South Africa to China to Ukraine. 
Döşemeci claims that this resulted in the 
Eurocentric “policing of the category of 
revolutions in the uni-ideological world 
since 1989” (p. 217), which concealed the 
novelties of revolt in non-Western/Euro-
pean spaces, such as in the Arab Spring. As 
Döşemeci argues, the term has been “his-
torically tamed” to present “revolution as a 
period of transition between a non-dem-
ocratic past and a democratic future” (p. 
215), following a “geopolitical bifurcation 
of the uprisings along the world’s demo-
cratic divide” (p. 216) that framed Arab 
states’ political struggles simply as an “or-
derly transition to democracy”. This Eu-
rocentric conceptualization of revolution 
is also demonstrated by Samuel Helfont’s 
critical analysis of Francis Fukuyama’s 
biased narratives of the Middle East. As 
Dimitrov points out, a similar bias exists 
in the Western-centric narratives of post-
1989 communist China: as if only autoc-
racies learn from democracies, and not the 
other way around.
However, the book often builds on such 
myths. Korablyova claims that “the revo-
lutions of 1989 were not an affirmation 
of the supremacy of the Western political 
system, but rather an alternative to the 
West”, labelling this “radical democracy”, 
“civil democracy”, “self-democratizing civ-
il society”, or “performative democracy” 
(p. 248). The authors’ views of an essen-
tialized “ethos” of East Central European 
1989 and the role of the “rule of law” or 
“human rights” demonstrate an antagonis-
tic interplay between “catching-up” with 
liberal, democratic visions and Eastern 
European exceptionalism, characteristic 
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of semiperipheral positioning. They also 
often project their own political views 
and de-emphasize aspects or actors that 
contradict their narratives. Helfont envi-
sions that “the Middle East may one day 
become a bastion of liberal democracy” 
(p. 208) but positions post-colonial critics 
(e.g. Timothy Mitchell) merely as “realists” 
occupying the vacuum of failed Fukuy-
ama-style liberal narratives. Jeffrey Stout, 
after discussing how Martin Luther King’s 
“dialogical democracy” influenced the Pol-
ish historian Adam Michnik, concludes in 
a dense commentary on Donald Trump 
and constructs a questionable pantheon of 
“civil rights activists [that] most fully em-
bodied the ideal of dialogical democracy” 
(p. 101). István Rév’s intellectual history 
of non-radical (“non-Marxist”) and non-
violent anti-revolutionary political change 
– “not inventing anything” – focuses ex-
clusively on a specific liberal clique.
This may lead to selective readings of the 
political pluriverse and alternatives of 
1989. Many things were “not invented” in 
1989: nationalism, racism, Christian de-
mocracy, or the “totalitarian thesis” (classi-
fying both fascism and communism under 
totalitarianism). The latter continues to 
fuel problematic anti-communist revision-
ism about Sovietization and state social-
ism, while anti-totalitarianism legitimated 
political elites’ economic consensus of sup-
porting neoliberalism. However, it was not 
obvious that 1989 would result in a mar-
ket economy free from authoritarian rule.3 
General Wojciech Jaruzelski’s introduction 
of martial law in 1981 in Poland is a clear 
indication. Tobias Rupprecht has shown 
that liberal democratic enthusiasm around 
1989 concealed alternatives of illiberal 
non-democratic change: in the 1980s 

and 1990s, Pinochet’s “Chilean model” 
was popular amongst elites supporting 
authoritarian neoliberalism in Poland, 
Czechoslovakia, and Russia.4 Another con-
cern is essentialization. For Korablyova, 
the Ukrainian Euromaidan introduced a 
unique democratic revolution. Döşemeci 
essentializes the 2011 Arab Spring and the 
Occupy movement as having introduced 
disruptive, anti-capitalist “social arrest” in-
stead of “social movements” in 1989. We 
may recall other forms of revolt: historical 
precedents of university and factory occu-
pations, samizdat networks, and radio or 
press infrastructure, or workers’ labour un-
ionizing. Why and how had anti-capitalist 
and anti-systemic protests and organiza-
tions been overturned by the 1989 “liberal 
consensus” is not discussed in the book.
Political theorists often highlight politi-
cal ideologies and strategies but seldom 
capture underlying structural dynamics. 
Dimitrov’s claim is striking: “had these 
strategies of resisting peaceful evolution 
been followed, China today would more 
closely resemble North Korea” (p. 80). 
He attributes “successful learning” to the 
availability of time since “strong economic 
performance and strong repressive capac-
ity may increase the ability of a state to 
survive crises” (p. 63), but the political 
economic conditions of success are de-em-
phasized. Most authors seem to support 
that, in time, democratic uprisings shake 
off dictators, but they do not discuss how 
the “transitology” of an inevitable shift 
from socialism to capitalism legitimized 
neoliberal change. The book’s political 
narrative and intellectual history differs 
from recent studies, which situate the 
“long 1989” within long-term structural 
processes, such as capitalist cycles of accu-
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mulation and indebtedness, which frame 
social movements’ “conditions of possibil-
ity” according to their integrated position 
in the capitalist world-system.5 Its domi-
nantly liberal narrative carries the danger 
of depoliticizing pre-1989 global visions 
of progressive politics, which has become 
an issue since the post-1989 “return to Eu-
rope” deglobalized the region’s history and 
since Eurocentric civilizational divisions 
took over previous anti-colonial solidari-
ties in a “re-whitened” Eastern Europe.
Nevertheless, the book raises awareness of 
local entanglements. Vera Exnerová shows 
that the rise of a new transnational ideol-
ogy of Islamism in Afghanistan and Cen-
tral Asia emerged not solely in direct op-
position to Soviet rule, but out of internal 
power struggles within Muslim societies. 
Her work resonates with Artemy Kalinovs-
ky’s studies on development in Central 
Asia (Tajikistan), which contest Eurocen-
tric views by narrating the “long 1989” 
from decolonization to post-socialist neo-
liberalism.6 The narrative of Guelke and 
Junes may be extended by a recent book 
on the global history of anti-apartheid, 
in which two chapters explore the inter-
relations between South African apartheid 
and socialist Eastern Europe by focusing 
on race and solidarity and Polish relations, 
including the role of Polish diaspora and 
refugees.7 As for China, Dimitrov is cor-
rect in claiming that “Tiananmen was 
not copied by mass protests in Europe” 
(p. 69), but these connections should not 
be underestimated.8 Shifting solidarities 
are demonstrative: in Hungary, the anti-
communist, liberal democratic opposition 
party of Fidesz held sympathy protests 
condemning the Tiananmen massacre, but 
after their authoritarian turn in 2017, Vik-

tor Orbán wreathed the Monument to the 
People’s Heroes to foster foreign relations 
with communist China.
The Long 1989 takes us yet one step fur-
ther towards globalizing 1989. Perhaps 
more focus on spatial epistemologies and 
global dimensions of race, class, and gen-
der may lead us to more globally integrat-
ed and less exceptionalist understandings. 
But the most difficult challenge still lies 
ahead: to follow Dimitrov’s call to trace 
“learning across authoritarian regimes” 
(p. 86) and extend the “long 1989” to un-
derstand how former revolutionaries have 
mobilized their legacies of 1989 for politi-
cal legitimation – as signaled by Orbán’s 
“second revolution”.
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