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The end of a parable? Unsettling  
the transitology model in the age of crisis

Introduction

The present volume is partly the product of a multidisciplinary conference that took place in Berlin 
in 2013. The conference, co-sponsored by Historein, the Free University of Berlin and New York 
University, intended to look at transitions in a comparative and transnational perspective, also 
in terms of theory and memory, in an attempt to update our analytical lexicon regarding these 
processes. The main idea was that the “Great Recession” that began in 2008 created a sense of 
urgency to reassess postauthoritarian and postautocratic phenomena. From a southern Euro-
pean vantage point, in particular, we could safely argue that this urgency is due to the convic-
tion that those societies in the region that underwent the so-called third wave to democracy1 are 
currently experiencing the end of a parable and an entire paradigm: as the social contracts that 
were, to a great extent, fostered in the aftermath of the dictatorships are collapsing, the idea of 
the transitions as smooth examples of political realism and masterful engineering is also evap-
orating. Greece and Spain, notably, were considered as paradigmatic cases of a “smooth transi-
tion”, whose lessons could be allegedly applied elsewhere, in contexts as diverse as those of Uru-
guay, Poland, Hungary and South Africa.2 Even these “model” transitions are no longer regarded 
as transparent and exemplary processes – and the current volume helps us comprehend how 
fragile and contingent their outcomes real-
ly were, as neither civilians nor institutions 
had absolute control over them.3 

At the same time that the social welfare par-
adigm is nearly over in the European South, 
there is a widespread sense of a structural connection between current politics and political tran-
sitions – as parts of the same historical cycle that is now coming to a close. Resurging memories, 
political slogans, historical metaphors and past conceptual frames express the conflict between 
collective experience and official historical narratives, and the distance between expectations and 
practices, poetics and politics, history and memory, state policies and everyday life. Part of the 
current symbols of antiausterity protest, for instance, stem from the period of the dictatorships, 
the transitions and their poetical-popular archive: protesters interrupted a speech by Portuguese 
prime minister Pedro Passos Coelho in the national assembly in February 2013 by singing “Grân-
dola, Vila Morena”, Zeca Afonso’s emblematic song that gave the signal for the Portuguese revolu-
tion in 1974. Guya Accornero mentions other uses of the song by protesters in strikes in her piece 
on the “austere” 40th anniversary of the revolution and the appearance of so-called “new” new so-
cial movements, as a direct implementation of José Saramago’s appeal to “turn every citizen into a 
politician”. At the same time, however, that “task of remembering the past makes everyone his [or 
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her] own historian” too – to quote the famous phrase by Pierre Nora.4 Two years earlier, in the sum-
mer of 2011, the Greek indignados, who called for an inclusive and fully participatory democracy, 
rhythmically chanted “Bread–Education–Freedom”, the main slogan of the student protesters in the 
November 1973 uprising against the Colonels’ dictatorship, adding “The junta did not end in 1973”, 
thus indicating a certain continuity in state coercion from the 1970s to the present and the persis-
tence of authoritarian legacies.5 In Spain, a graffito that proliferated during antiausterity protests 
was “Franco is back”, rather than “Franco is dead”, which was the famous television communiqué 
by prime minister Carlos Arrias Navarro in November 1975 – as analysed by Germán Labrador 
Méndez in his article on the collective hijackings of history in the 15M movement. Equally interest-
ing, as he points out in his extensive urban ethnography, is the established connection between 
stencils depicting scissors used by the antiausterity movement in Spain and the abortive coup of 
1981, capitalising on the acoustic resemblance between tijeretazos (cuts) and Tejero (the name of 
the lieutenant-general who executed the failed coup).6 So, present-day social movements tend to 
act as “mnemonic agents”,7 pointing not only to a structural and organic connection between the 
political transitions and the current crisis, but also an affinity in terms of historical poetics.8 To quote 
historian Kostis Karpozilos, however, this could suggest, more than simply a revisiting and reap-
propriation of the past, an entrapment of leftwing protesters in history and past historical frames.9 

Of course, the return to the past does not happen only in terms of antiausterity or leftwing politics and 
the parallel resurgence of the memory of Nazi Germany. The extreme right and a nostalgia for the 
military regimes expressed by a generation which did not directly experience them are also on the 
rise. The political stability that was achieved through repression, and the economic boom of the “long 
1960s” – which stands in stark contrast to the current recession – are but two factors that contribute to 
this nostalgia. The dictatorship period re-emerges sanitised in the minds of some, and not only on the 
extreme right, as a utopian past of stability and order. For instance, at a 2012 conference in Vancouver 
on the current crisis, former Portuguese economy and labour minister Álvaro Pereira went as far as 
to praise the austerity and self-control of the late Salazar regime, as opposed to the profligate nature 
of postdictatorship elites.10 Along similar lines, a growing mass of public intellectuals in Greece claim 
that the post-1974 condition or metapolitefsi established a negative paradigm of clientelism, corrup-
tion and political violence, as Antonis Liakos and Hara Kouki note in their piece on the discourses on 
the Greek crisis; the ongoing crisis is understood, in their view, as a by-product of national history and 
entrenched local traditions – the history of a “failed transition” since 1974 to postwar European mo-
dernity. In fact, Nikiforos Diamandouros, who was a prominent transition studies expert in the 1980s 
and 1990s working on comparative projects on the European South,11 was, at the same time, a ma-
jor proponent of Greek “cultural dualism” and the country’s supposedly dominant underdog culture.

But if local actors tend to now look at the transitions and the political systems that resulted from 
the democratic consolidations as failures, this also applies to external observers, who often attrib-
ute the latter to the establishment of a flawed socioeconomic model. A controversial report, for 
instance, compiled by JP Morgan in the summer of 2013 entitled “The Euro area adjustment”, con-
cluded that: “The political systems in the periphery were established in the aftermath of dictator-
ship, and were defined by that experience. Constitutions tend to show a strong socialist influence, 
reflecting the political strength that left wing parties gained after the defeat of fascism.”12 It is clear 
that the connections between past and present are discernible to a number of actors – for whom 



7

HISTOREIN V
O

L
U

M
E

 15.1 (2015)

the recent past becomes a central issue of contention. If the imperatives of the European Econom-
ic Community in the 1980s and European Union in the 1990s had created more distance from the 
memory and practice of the insular dictatorships of the 1970s, the contemporary European crisis 
has created, unwillingly, favourable conditions for revisiting them.

All these issues pose vital questions concerning the limits of transition studies so far. This field 
of study, widely known as transitology, which appeared in the 1970s, with the Carnation revolu-
tion in Portugal in 1974, and was consolidated in the late 1980s, with the collapse of the commu-
nist regimes of Eastern Europe, created a list of criteria for evaluating whether a transition was 
smooth or not, sufficient or less sufficient, before proceeding to analyse the democratic consoli-
dation processes. Being often synchronic to the events, however, these studies inevitably adopted 
a microhistorical approach, failing both to deal with longue durée issues on the temporal bounda-
ries of transitions, and to foresee their long-term effects. Moreover, at times they put forward an 
extreme form of political causality and regarded the paths to democracy as predetermined, a fact 
that tainted transitology with a certain teleology. In his piece, Leonardo Morlino summarises pre-
cisely the achievements and failures of transition theory; by looking at the state of the art, he pro-
vides a synthetic overview of the field of comparative democratisation, identifying recurrent pat-
terns. In a more empirical manner, furthermore, the rest of the contributions point out the various 
shortcomings of transitology, which can also be discerned in practice.

Another impetus behind the compilation of this volume was to relate the European – that is the 
Western – experience, to that of Asia, the Americas and Africa. The uprisings that shook a number 
of Arab countries in 2011 – which became known as the “Arab Spring” – revived some of the cen-
tral questions of what constitutes a smooth passage to democratic rule after decades of authori-
tarianism, and whether their engines are the masses or the elites. Moreover, they force us to shift 
our focus from such issues as the so-called pacted or imposed transitions to the ambiguities and 
bifurcations of these processes and to rather neglected matters, such as the role of radical youth 
cultures and social movements, new social actors and emerging political subjectivities.13 It remains 
to be established whether the political learnings drawn from the “showcase models” of transition in 
southern Europe, Latin America or in Eastern Europe since 1989 could be “applied” to such differ-
ent contexts at present.14 Interestingly, moreover, the Arab Spring revived the question of popular 
revolutions and the capacity of the popular sector to trigger, rather than to just follow, democratic 
transitions, as is usually the case. In his contribution on the Arab Spring, Benoît Challand tackles 
this issue and questions whether scholars can indeed now include the Arab worlds in their “tran-
sitology dataset” and thus renew future social research on the field. In this sense, and since the 
indignados movements were also inspired by Tahrir Square, a supposed “peripheral” paradigm at 
present cross-fertilises both Western theory and action, in the same way in which revolutions in 
the so-called Third World gave the tenor to occidental thinkers and revolutionaries in the 1960s. 
Furthermore, his article brings forward the role of social classes in the transitional processes, thus 
reconnecting the thread with the 1970s and the influential Marxist analysis of southern European 
transitions of the time by the then leading theorist Nicos Poulantzas.15

Equally crucial in the re-examination of democratic transitions is the role of institutions. Interna-
tional institutions such as the European Union – as the then EEC – and the impact they had on the 
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transition to democracy in southern European countries is often arguably overstated as a frame-
work that was used to consolidate and stabilise the democratisation process; the same applies 
to 1989.16 Once again, the current eurozone crisis marks the end of a parable.17 If in the 1980s and 
1990s the historiographical debate concentrated on how Europe reinforced democratic consolida-
tion, now with the euro crisis the debate on Europeanisation has taken a whole different direction, 
with its positive undertones considerably weakened (in particular after the dramatic negotiations 
that followed the Greek referendum in July 2015, leading to a third Greek bailout). A major factor in 
the discussion on institutions are the international nongovernmental foundations and their role in 
transitions – notably the West German party-based Stiftungen in Spain and Portugal in the 1970s 
and the “foreign aid” agencies and NGOs “promoting democracy” in Eastern Europe since 1989. 

Local institutions, on the other hand, and in particular developments within the army, police and 
judiciary in the post-transitional phase, constitute issues that remain taboo in many of the coun-
tries studied in this volume. Linked to this is the conjunctural nature of transitional justice and the 
transformations that have taken place in this area, regardless of whether lustration, amnesty or 
reconciliation processes took place or not. Following Augusto Pinochet’s arrest in London and the 
attempt to extradite him in 1998, the boundaries between international and domestic agents in 
terms of transitional justice became blurred, mainly thanks to the instrumental role played by con-
troversial Spanish judge Baltasar Garzón. Local and national cultures and particularities continue 
to play a predominant role, however, as Raluca Grosescu stresses in her piece on transitional jus-
tice, where she debunks standard normative assumptions promoted by transitology about social 
phenomena. Yet, to date scholars interested in transitional justice have gone furthest in challeng-
ing the notion of velvet transitions.18

A thorny issue in the study of transitions, thus far, has to do with the use of purely structural cri-
teria. To paraphrase E.P. Thompson, it is imperative to save many ordinary men and women of all 
countries in question (be it southern Europe in the 1970s, Latin America in the 1980s or post-1989 
Eastern Europe) from the condescension of many transitologists, for whom the demos was pe-
ripheral to the political process.19 How would we reconstruct the events if we were to apply a bot-
tom–up rather than a top–down approach in our attempts to historicise them?20 And, by extension, 
how would we reconstruct the intensity of the experience of these very dramatic changes taking 
place in a very short period of time? In other words, the volume showcases the desperate need 
to approach the social history of the transitions, tackling the “actor versus structure” conundrum. 
Ideally, and to quote pioneering transitologist Philippe Schmitter, we should reach the point to ac-
count for both the role of “uncertainty” and “agency” in transitional processes – corresponding to 
Niccolò Machiavelli’s concepts of “fortuna” and “virtù”.21 

According to sociologist Klaus Offe, transitions do not only constitute a move “from authoritarian-
ism” and “to democracy” – two processes not necessarily interconnected – but also from a certain 
territory to another and from a certain form of economy to another (after 1989 from a statist econ-
omy to a market one).22 In their comparative piece on the political economy of the Romanian and 
Spanish transitions, Cornel Ban and Jorge Tamames deal precisely with the role of structural eco-
nomic conditions in the collapse of authoritarian regimes. They showcase how endogenous regime 
factors interacted with complex economic transformations, structured by the oil and debt crises of 
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the mid-1970s and early 1980s, respectively, ultimately leading to the downfall of the Ceausescu 
regime in Romania and the Franco regime in Spain. They also highlight the long-term economic 
effects of democratic transitions that the literature, which focuses instead on the short-term dy-
namics of these transformations, usually fails to take into account. Nevertheless, one should also 
stress here Schmitter and Karl’s conclusion that, despite the fact that postauthoritarian democra-
cies produce more open societies, they do not necessarily generate more open economies than 
the dictatorial regimes they replace.23

The issue of violence is also essential, as Challand’s article highlights. It further underlines the 
continuities, rather than the ruptures, in the democratisation process: in terms of both Greece and 
Spain, for instance, violent groupings, such as ETA and 17 November, outlived the transitions, to a 
large extent capitalising on the armed resistance during the dictatorship years. At the same time, 
a large number of state-induced casualties in contentious actions characterised the transitions in 
the two countries. How have these violent histories and the collective memory thereof been framed 
and reframed since? In the case of Portugal, by contrast, the standard narrative of the revolution 
and the transition refers to a very peaceful process, without taking into account the twelve years of 
continuous violence in a bloody decolonisation war in Africa, which is conveniently glossed over.24 
Different forms of extrajudicial retribution also undermined the “velvet” transition model in ex-com-
munist Europe. There has been oblivion regarding these issues, as collective amnesia was often 
chosen as a means of Vergangenheitsbewältigung, though they are re-emerging powerfully in the 
present juncture, despite or maybe because of the absence of coherent public memory projects. All 
this culminates in the central question of which aspects of the democratic transitions we choose 
to remember, which ones we forget, and why?

In Argentina after the economic collapse of 2001, the body politic became strongly engaged in 
not only tackling but actively working through its painful dictatorial past, with the full support of 
the Kirchner government.25 In Europe, too, the great economic recession has led to the gradual  
re-examination of postauthoritarian structures and processes – the so-called second wave of 
dealing with the past, in this case in opposition to the proausterity governments of the day. It is the 
very change in the socioeconomic model and the political paradigm that dictated this re-evaluation  
of the transitions and the questioning of the quality of democracy itself. Furthermore, social move-
ments from below often acted as carriers of revisionism regarding transitional processes as 
smooth, unproblematic and efficient. 

Bringing together multiple disciplines, such as history, political science, political economy, his-
torical sociology and cultural studies, and various generations of researchers, this special issue 
intends to offer its own contribution to this debate, marrying sociological and institutionalist ap-
proaches with culturalist ones. It further links transitions in terms of both time and space, as the 
volume deals with the current reappraisal of the southern European paradigm of the mid-1970s, 
the post-1989 transformations, the effects of Southern Cone democratisations and the 2011 revolts 
in the Arab worlds, thus resisting both temporal particularities and national exceptionalisms.26 Each 
of the various articles – different in nature, methodology and scope – stress in their own way the 
underlying interconnections between politics and academic research, as well as theory and prac-
tice. Finally, the volume promotes a more intense and timely dialogue between the not-so-distant 
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past and the disruptive present, because no matter how complete democratisations are considered 
to be, historical processes resist “being frozen”, as historian Berber Bevernage concludes, simply 
because they always contain “delays, survivals, and unfinished projects”.27

Kostis Kornetis
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