
 

In the three essays of the newly established JECES ―forum‖ in issue 2/2018, three col-

leagues posit contemporary East Central Europe as ―interwar period 2.0‖ and emphasize 

the significance of references to interwar history in contemporary memory politics.1 Their 

contributions point out the importance of these historical references for nation and state 

building after 1989/90 and for contemporary national identities. Building on this diagnosis, 

we would like to propose a methodological framework that looks at state-building in East 

Central Europe from a different perspective: by taking as an object of study the broad 

range of different—and often negative—views on the performance and capabilities of the 

states of East Central Europe from the nineteenth century until today. We argue that if we 

want to understand the various conflicts that affected—and continue to affect—the devel-

opment of states in this region, we need to understand how views on states shape activities 

towards states. If we achieve this, we can challenge deeply entrenched narratives—both 

popular and historiographical—that center around the idea of the inevitable collapse of 

states in East Central Europe, be they the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, the Habsburg 

and Romanov Empires, the interwar states or the states of the Warsaw Pact. 

 

Whenever the existence of the interwar Estonian state became a subject of 

debate, interwar British and German experts were in rare agreement: In their 

eyes, Estonia was too small to survive. It was only a matter of time before its 

inevitable absorption into a revitalized Russian (or German) state. This was 

not necessarily revisionist thinking, but represented a broad consensus that 

transcended political fault lines. It was neither informed by revanchism nor 

hatred for Estonians, but mostly by a very specific, allegedly rational scepti-
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cism towards any state considered ―small‖ and, as a consequence, as ―unvi-

able‖ (nicht lebensfähig).3 

Yet, of course, the objectivity of this view is more than dubious. Even 

Poland, one of interwar Europe’s largest states, was considered too small to 

survive, its ethnically Polish core seemingly too small to hold together its 

large multi-ethnic territory. But what does ―smallness‖ really mean? The 

Polish state’s destruction was a consequence of Nazi and Soviet invasion, not 

of its own internal contradictions. The Estonian state did not ―fail,‖ but was 

demolished in one of the most brutal military conflicts in history. Austria, the 

prototypical ―unviable‖ state of the interwar period, was a fully functional 

state at the time of its annexation to Nazi Germany. All these examples show 

that different assumptions and discourses on the viability of states were 

rooted in diverse problems, prejudices and stereotypes, which were shaped by 

their geographical and chronological contexts. These negative conceptions 

were seemingly confirmed by the system change from democracy to authori-

tarian regimes, by political divisions, minority conflicts and failure to stabil-

ize national economies.4 Not least, the pessimism concerning the ―viability‖ 

of ―small‖ states was rooted in the experience of the disintegration of the 

Central and Eastern European empires, of economic collapse and of de-glo-

balization. Today, as economic growth, legal security, transparency, educa-

tion and social coherence have replaced territorial size as indicators of suc-

cessful statehood, several of Europe’s smaller states (including Estonia) are 

regarded as rather successful, and a loss of their independence no longer 

seems a likely possibility. Small post-Habsburg Austria, regarded as a lan-

guishing homunculus in the interwar period, today stands as a prosperous and 

stable state in the heart of Europe. 

Such subjective views on the prospects of states, be they informed by nor-

mative views on territory, on population or on economic growth, are not 

merely a matter of discourse. Through science, expertise and journalism, they 

shape policymaking, foreign investment and international relations. While 

branding a state as ―unviable,‖ ―weak‖ or even ―failed‖ is not always a self-

fulfilling prophecy, it does undermine and erode trust in its long-term 

existence, thus forcing this state to the margins of international politics and 
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global economy.5 In the worst case, it can become a pretext for outside inter-

vention, for radically misguided policies of internal development or for a 

complete stop of international lending or investment due to a lack of trust 

(see, for instance, the role of rating agencies in today’s international financial 

system).6 If we understand better how the way we view states influences indi-

vidual, social and institutional behavior, we will thus also improve our under-

standing of why some states thrive in certain international systems in history 

while others do not. Whereas historians usually attribute economic instability 

to historically-rooted ―backwardness,‖ political instability to social fragmen-

tation and international aggression to political conflicts, looking at how his-

torical actors assess states shows that they are also critically impacted by de-

cision-making based on pessimistic, normative interpretative frameworks. 

To examine these practices of assessing states, we propose a two-step 

methodology guided by the following fundamental questions: How were in-

terpretative frameworks for the assessment of states constructed? How did 

these assessments influence political or economic decisions, both domesti-

cally and internationally (or, indeed, decisions made in any other sphere of 

human activity)? 

As we use the term here, ―state assessment‖ refers to the historical practice 

of appraising a state’s future prospects. It is not an analytical term, but a con-

cept with a highly ideologized content. While those who ―assessed‖ states 

claimed objectivity, we argue that these assessments were undertaken on the 

basis of highly subjective and context-bound criteria. To render this concept 

fruitful for historical research, we thus propose as a working definition: ―State 

assessment‖ concerns the external, but also internal evaluation of the inner 

workings of a state by national and international historical actors. It is funda-

mentally guided by these actors and their specific interests, which transcend 

the limitations of everyday politics and challenge the very foundations of 

states and societies. These assessments provide the basis for teleological nar-

ratives of certain states as lacking future prospects and as bound to fail. State 

assessment as a perspective hence focuses on historical attitudes towards 

states. Through this lens it becomes clearer why certain states (and societies) 

were perceived by contemporaries as lacking ―viability.‖ Hence, state as-

sessment typically entails negative perceptions of certain states, resulting in 

pessimistic views towards their future development and fundamentally calling 

their viability into question. These assessments typically argued in favor of 
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policies that would lead to the marginalization, isolation or even destruction 

of these states, arguing that any efforts to sustain their existence would repre-

sent ―artificial,‖ futile attempts to evade their inevitable, pre-determined col-

lapse. 
 

 

It is surprising that a comprehensive, comparative and critical study of state 

assessment has not been written yet, even if some scholars have made the 

case for historiography as the discipline with the greatest potential to succeed 

with such an endeavor. In 2014, André Liebich claimed modern historians 

had largely succeeded in critically reviewing their key methodologies, 

whereas political scientists had failed to do so.7 Despite a certain tradition of 

deconstructing the ideological undercurrent of core methodological frame-

works, this continues to be a fairly accurate statement (although political sci-

entists have subjected discrete notions such as the concept organismic states 

to critical analysis).8 Indeed, it can be easily extended to other disciplines that 

specialize in assessing the structures, institutions, stability and future pros-

pects of states, such as economics and political geography. For historians, this 

means there is a strong case for interdisciplinary collaboration when invest-

igating historical methods of state assessment, but also a plethora of primary 

source material. By putting the lens on the changing nature of historical con-

cepts, discursive relations and political practices, historians can stimulate dis-

ciplinary reforms and assist the critical innovation of other disciplines by sub-

jecting key disciplinary writings to historical analysis.9 

This scholarly literature provides an ideal point of departure for investiga-

tions into state assessment. The work of geographer Isaiah Bowman, which 

was deeply influential for the creation of the interwar order, is characterized 

by a high degree of normativity regarding the capabilities of the newly cre-

ated states in Europe. Studies of economists during the Reagan/Thatcher era, 

who wielded decisive influence in the building of post-Communist states in 

Eastern Europe, are deeply imbued by neo-liberal thought enshrined in the 
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Washington Consensus. A broad array of methodologies is available that can 

be used to critique this literature, much of which applies post-modern, decon-

structionist concepts of the ―gaze‖—i.e. the process of situating perceptions 

within a context characterized by power asymmetry—to these scholarly 

frameworks.10 Studies that have emerged in the 2000s in particular have in-

creasingly shifted the focus from the construction of a ―gaze‖ to how this 

―gaze‖ structures policymaking, international relations and everyday life.  

Anthropologist James C. Scott thus examines how the twentieth century 

state ―gazed‖ at its territory (and at itself), and subsequently broke down the 

insights gathered into generalizing observations, which were in turn used to 

devise policies—which, in their vast majority, failed catastrophically.11 Other 

historians identify a ―statistical gaze‖ that emerged with the professionaliza-

tion of statistics in the late nineteenth century, which, in turn, branched out 

into a ―demographic gaze‖ based on highly normative views of allegedly 

healthy patterns of population growth, distribution and movement.12 Finally, 

not least due to the recent financial and economic crisis, the ―gaze‖ of eco-

nomics has attracted attention, be it in the form of a critique of normative 

concepts that underlie development policies in the ―Third World,‖ the broad 

acceptance of GDP and economic growth as indicators of successful state-

hood, or the ideological construction of the Gold Standard.13 Last but not 

least, the assessment of ―failed states‖ has by now been firmly situated within 

its political context of the post-Cold War period and the ―War on Terror.‖14 
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An examination of the ―gaze‖ deployed by geopolitics and international 

relations, finally, provides us with insights to understand how the assessment 

of states contributed to the construction and consolidation of durable hierar-

chies of states, and how these hierarchies changed at the same time as mark-

ers of successful statehood changed. This is particularly apparent in the case 

of territorial sovereignty and the capability of states to rationally ―engineer‖ 

their territories, which gained ascendancy across the nineteenth and twentieth 

century. The most successful states were those with the most efficient railway 

networks, the most rational configuration of industries, the most ambitious 

policies of ―inner colonization‖ and with the best prospects for self-suffi-

ciency.15 

Not least, the recognition of states itself is in practice based on highly nor-

mative and context-dependent views on statehood.16 International Relations 

theorists have emphasized both structural and imagined hierarchies to counter 

dominant narratives of anarchical state systems.17 Hierarchies are maintained 

because of a certain degree of compliance by those states that are conceived 

of as low in the ranks. A ―hierarchical gaze‖ can thus place ―failed states‖ at 

the bottom of an imagined hierarchy by placing a constructed idea of ―com-

petent statecraft‖ at its center.18 Hierarchical orders ―rely on political lan-

guage and processes that keep hierarchy alive as a social fact‖—i.e. on con-

structs, methods and practices of state assessment.19 
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However, two crucial desiderata remain that impede our understanding of 

both the historically constructed nature of state assessment and of its role as 

interpretative framework that guided decision-making: a longue-durée syn-

thesis that brings these disparate studies together under a common set of re-

search questions and an approach that is both actor- and institution-focused 

and helps us reconstruct how concepts translated into practice.20 A recent 

historiographical approach focuses on phantom borders, which are established 

as a ―heuristic metaphor‖ in order to develop new perspectives on the ―con-

struction and reproduction processes of regional differences.‖21 By interpret-

ing geographical spaces as a sort of palimpsest, which is characterized by dif-

ferent layers of borderlines, this approach focuses on former political borders 

and/or territorial structures which continue to structure a territory even after 

their political elimination.22 They hence retain a sustainable impact on states, 

territories and societies and may re-emerge in particular situations. However, 

this approach is largely driven by efforts to identify different layers of histori-

cal development ex post. It reconstructs historical developments towards 

clearly defined, contemporary vanishing points, which means it has consider-

able value for certain research questions, but can be overly deterministic for 

others. Looking at ―state assessment,‖ on the other hand, means putting an 

actor-centric focus on the evaluation of states at a specific point in time and 

following this through history as actors, agendas and assessment criteria 

change, adapt, or, potentially, vanish. We would like to illustrate how this can 

be done, using the example of East Central Europe. 

 

 

Throughout the twentieth century, East Central Europe was repeatedly sub-

jected to political, economic, social and territorial transformations unlike any 

other European region. At the same time, other European powers were deeply 

involved in both the dismantling and building of states in the region. Both 

factors make the region a highly promising test case for the study of state as-

sessment from a historical perspective. 
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Aggressors have frequently legitimized the destruction of states in East 

Central Europe by referring to their inherent weakness, instability and lack of 

future prospects. The Romanov, Habsburg and Hohenzollern Empires had 

based the dismantling of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in the late 

eighteenth century on grounds of its alleged degeneration and lack of viabil-

ity. Roughly a century later, the first two of these powers became subjected to 

highly pessimistic assessments of their viability themselves, and when the 

Romanov and Habsburg empires collapsed as a consequence of the First 

World War, expert commissions were established to assess the viability of the 

various state formations that emerged from their former territories. The most 

famous of these commissions—Woodrow Wilson’s ―Inquiry‖—was crucial in 

informing the 1919 Paris Peace Conference. Interwar German politicians 

based revisionist aggression against these successor states (especially Poland, 

Czechoslovakia and the Baltic States) on claims made by experts in geogra-

phy, law, economics and other disciplines that these states did not adhere to 

European norms of statehood and were indeed of a transitory nature only 

(Saisonstaaten)—a strategy pioneered by pre-war Habsburg propaganda 

against Serbia.23 Revisionist endeavors based on territorial loss or unfulfilled 

expectations of territorial gain produced new political actors whose prestige 

increased with the same speed as the acceptance of the post-war order dwin-

dled. Their reputation did not only surge within their political camps, but also 

across political fault lines and even across national borders.  

Since the states in East Central Europe were highly multi-ethnic and 

formed the scene of nationalities conflicts that had emerged with the rise of 

national movements in the latter half of the nineteenth century, some histori-

ans consider them—almost teleologically—as regions of conflict per se.24 

Other historians interpret them as ―ground zero of the new international or-

der,‖ i.e. as a testing ground for new forms of statehood that were emphati-

cally subjected to new forms of international law and governance, based on 

worries about the stability of these new states.25 The internal relations be-

tween the state (or, indeed, its political elites) and its minorities were not only 

shaped by the domestic context, but specifically by the intervention of the 

minorities’ alleged ―homelands‖ abroad. Rogers Brubaker characterizes this 

as a ―triadic nexus‖26 that was experienced and perceived as a real threat to 

the nation state: The state (and its strength) was assessed as endangered and 
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had to be securitized. Not merely its external, but also its internal assessment 

depended on several, often self-contradictory factors: the overcoming of the 

challenges of ―double transformation,‖27 i.e. the imbuing of the state-building 

process with both a democratizing and a nationalizing thrust, while at the 

same time modernizing and reconfiguring society and economy. Hence, ―self-

conceptualization‖ (Selbstthematisierung)28 became a central tool of in-

creasing the viability of a state by discursively consolidating and legitimizing 

social and ethnic structures. At the same time, processes of ―self-conceptual-

ization‖ overemphasized issues of national belonging up to the point of ―dra-

matizing‖ them. Thus, ethnic belonging superseded political and constitu-

tional configurations, becoming the central indicator for internal processes of 

state assessment. 

Yet the impact of state assessment must be examined beyond the confines 

of domestic and international politics. It played a decisive role in several 

fields traditionally neglected by historians, including commercial relations, 

financial activities and economic planning. Deciphering them thus promises 

to improve our understanding of the inequality of trade relations and of the 

root causes for protracted economic crises and instability. The notorious ex-

tent of tax evasion in interwar East Central Europe may have reflected a 

skepticism towards state authorities, but almost certainly also betrayed a 

pessimism towards the state’s capabilities and future prospects. Interwar deci-

sion-making concerning the granting of international loans to the newly es-

tablished states is a prime example, both as part of bilateral relations and of 

the League of Nation’s work on financial reconstruction in states such as 

Estonia, Austria and the Free City of Danzig. The same is true for the work of 

the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) and of the 

International Monetary Fund in East Central Europe after the disintegration of 

the Soviet Union and the Eastern Bloc. Foreign investment is not only tied to 

a promise of substantial returns, but fundamentally to the prospects of a state 

to survive in the long term.29 

Assessments of states thus played a decisive role in both legitimizing and 

shaping politics at the most crucial junctures in East Central Europe’s modern 

history, yet we need to interrogate these junctures across time through a 

single lens in order for us to understand better how criteria for successful and 
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weak states were constructed, changed and applied. Ultimately, if we under-

stand how the assessment of states directly impacts decision-making, we will 

better understand the nature of ideological constructs and deeply entrenched 

beliefs in the stability of political and economic concepts. 

This means we do not have to start from scratch. Rather, what is required is 

a synthesis of existing studies and a perspective on broader timeframes that 

bridges the familiar ruptures of 1918, 1945 and 1991. We need to deploy a 

rigorous methodological framework that focuses on agency and subjectivity 

to tie a rich, but disparate field together. Historians know already how allega-

tions of ―unviable‖ statehood and concepts of hierarchically organized states 

have informed concepts of regional blocs or confederations, as, for instance, 

in the case of the Mitteleuropa scheme.30 We are aware of the traction that the 

narrative of nation states as the almost ―natural‖ ideal of statehood has gained 

over the course of the twentieth century.31 Historians have painstakingly re-

constructed the entrenchment (and instrumentalization) of the concept of na-

tional self-determination as a pathway to statehood that some nations are 

worthy of and some are not. We know how the ideal of ethnic homogeneity as 

indicator of ―stable‖ states in East Central Europe has evolved from the early 

twentieth century and how it has impacted Western policy in the region.32 

When war broke out in Eastern Ukraine, former German chancellor Helmut 

Schmidt openly doubted both Ukraine’s legitimacy and future prospects by 

referring to its alleged lack of character as a nation state.33 Bosnia-Herzego-

vina is frequently painted as Europe’s least ―viable‖ state due to its multi-eth-

nic population and internal territorial fragmentation. Similar assessments of 

the viability of the post-Soviet Republics, especially in Central Asia as well 

as in the Caucasus, focus on the lack of territorial cohesion, of ethnic homo-

geneity and of meaningful borders. 

We have a plethora of literature that focus on the assessment of states and 

perceived nations from the outside—mostly from the perspective of German 

military, statesmen and national activists, but also from the perspective of 
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travellers from farther abroad.34 Historians have uncovered deeply entrenched 

(negative) stereotypes harbored by leading politicians against the states of 

East Central Europe.35 The significance of imagined racial hierarchies for 

Nazi planning of future states in East Central Europe during the Second 

World War has long been a field that attracts considerable attention.36 Both 

the ―cartographic gaze‖ and the ―demographic gaze‖ have been explored as 

normative frameworks that have informed statecraft.37 The project of integrat-

ing the East Central European states into the democratic/capitalist post-Cold 

War order is another prime example. Political scientists and economists of the 

1990s invested so heavily in the deterministic framework of post-Communist 

transformation and democratization, that it took more than two decades for a 

new scholarly consensus to emerge: The belief that the collapse of the Eastern 

Bloc had put its former member states on a natural and inevitable trajectory 

towards what was imagined as ―prototypical Western statehood‖ had proven 

to be a delusion.38 

 

 

Which fundamental questions can we address as historians to bring these dis-

crete and chronologically wildly different cases together? The first set per-
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tains to the reconstruction of historical methodologies of state assessment. We 

need to bear in mind that coherent, self-conscious frameworks of state as-

sessment have rarely existed in history (with notable exceptions, such as 

cybernetics and Soviet forecasting).39 We thus have to identify criteria of suc-

cessful statehood in various sources across specific chronological contexts. 

They need to take all hierarchical levels of the state into account, ranging 

from central government across regions to counties, cities and districts. This 

multi-level perspective allows for deeper insights not only into the function-

alities of the states, its administrative percolation, its economic configuration, 

etc., but also into its acceptance among the population.  

As the example of territorial size and economic growth cited at the begin-

ning of the article shows, these criteria can be defined within very different 

disciplines at different points in time (political geography in the first case, 

economics in the second). Which indicators dominate state assessment at 

certain moments in time, which disciplines produce them, and how do these 

disciplines gain or lose hegemony? Which actors undertake and dominate 

state assessment and which fundamental tools do they use? Why do they pre-

fer specific case studies over others? Moreover, we need to ask which histori-

cal spaces and moments (e.g. peace conferences, military planning, think 

tanks, minority conflicts, etc.) act as incubators for the development, practice 

and transformation of state assessment. These have to be interrogated through 

the lens of conceptual history, accounting for the significance of the context-

boundedness of core concepts of state assessment, such as loyalty, sover-

eignty, security, conflict, stability, modernity, rationality, efficiency, minori-

ties and majorities, etc. Due to the central role of projected future trajectories 

in the assessment of states, we need to bear in mind the role of individual and 

collective historical experience for highly subjective—and potentially highly 

emotional—expectations towards future developments.40 What is the role of 

the experience of territorial loss, of economic crisis, of violent conflict or of 

nostalgia for both the form and agenda of state assessment? Related to this, a 

question arises as to how far teleological concepts of history, myths or meta-

narratives inform the assessments of a states future. 

The second set of questions pertains to the impact these frameworks have 

on political or economic decision-making, thus establishing state assessment 

not merely as a discursive practice, but as a genuine historical force. Apart 
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from the identification of such decisions and of the acts, policies or trans-

actions flowing from them, this requires the reconstruction of mechanisms 

through which institutions arrive at decisions. This, in turn, varies signifi-

cantly across different historical contexts. How and to what ends do actors 

and institutions deploy state assessment? How critical are they in their use? 

Are they aware of their specific context-bound nature? How close to power 

are actors and institutions of state assessment, and do their assessments com-

pete with rivaling political or economic interests in driving political or eco-

nomic activities? Are state assessments re-evaluated in retrospect and do in-

accuracies and—potentially disastrous—consequences flowing from them 

lead to radical revisions of their underlying interpretative frameworks? This 

raises the fundamental question: Do actors who carry out state assessment 

intend these to guide specific processes of decision making at all, or is the as-

sessment an autonomous (albeit inherently political) act that is largely dis-

connected from its instrumentalization? 

Returning to our introductory case study of Estonia, this would entail not 

only asking why practitioners of state assessment regarded the country as ―too 

small to succeed,‖ but also what they actually meant by small: Was this really 

about territorial size, or did ―smallness‖ rather refer to a function (or lack 

thereof) that Estonia played in a specific international system? How far was 

the selection of evidence provided to assert Estonia’s alleged lack of viability 

grounded in the historical experience of the collapsed international system of 

the pre-war period, in which ever-expanding empires competed for territorial 

gain? But also: Did Estonia’s politicians adopt the charge of ―smallness‖ to 

deploy targeted policies and thus make Estonia more viable? Did the domi-

nant pessimistic assessments of interwar Estonia’s viability result in a smooth 

transition towards acceptance of Estonia into the ―large‖ Soviet Union in 

1940/41? And how far did the experience and re-evaluation of the collapse of 

the Estonian state under Soviet oppression inform both internal and interna-

tional assessments of today’s Estonian state? These questions need to be in-

terrogated also with regards to their inflection across all levels of state and 

society: How far were (and are) doubts concerning Estonia’s future develop-

ment shared between central governments and local administrations, between 

political elites and ―common people?‖ Answering these questions promises to 

fundamentally reshape our understanding not only of how states and societies 

conceived of themselves and how they are conceived of by others, but also of 

how these conceptions shape their respective futures—be it in the form of 

self-fulfilling prophecies, of self-defeating prophecies, or of entirely unpre-

dictable outcomes. 
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