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Comparative Perspectives on Students, Generations and Communism

The project will examine student political activity and student life in the Soviet bloc from a
comparative perspective. It will do so by elaborating four in-depth studies comparing the experience
of students in Poland to that of four other countries in the so-called socialist bloc. The countries of
interest will be chosen from among East Germany, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria and
the Soviet Union. In the case of the latter the focus is on the Baltic state, western Ukraine or Moldova
as these territories were annexed by Moscow in the wake of the Second World War and therefore
experience Soviet-style communist rule for a similar period as the so-called satellite states.

The project presents a novel approach by focusing on generational experiences of youth
coming of age under the post-war communist regimes. As a historical research the project ventures
into the field of ‘comparative communism’. The project’s core idea rests on the notion that students as
young people representing consecutive generations offer an appropriate lens to study societal change
in a region of Europe that has been experiencing continuous and radical transformation throughout the
20™ century. The research aims to address the question whether communism produced similar
generational experiences across national contexts thereby legitimising the overly generalised
‘communist’ and ‘postcommunist’ label conventionally applied to the region in European history and
politics.

The project focuses on three thematic pillars of politicised student life under communism: (1)
the official student organisations; (2) student culture and protest; (3) international student contacts.
The research will be guided by six primary questions: how effective were student organisations as an
instrument of control and a conduit for elite recruitment?; to what extent were the various Komsomol
‘clones’ representative of ‘Sovietisation’?; why did some countries see mass student opposition while
others barely experienced it?; was there a specific communist student culture or was it just part of a
broader European phenomenon?; how significant was the international dimension of the communist
student movement?; what was the impact of international student exchange and travel across the
Soviet Bloc? Consisting of a team of four researchers, among which will be three doctoral students,
the project foresees wide and in-depth archival research in Poland and across Eastern Europe
producing original research outcomes while constituting a specialised and ambitious training
programme for the doctoral students.



