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Chapter 1 HOW NARRATIVES SHAPE INSTITUTIONAL CHANGE

The most dramatic story of the end of the twentieth century 
I was the decline of socialism. From a social science perspec­

tive, it can be seen as a tale of massive de-institutionalization. 
Socialist states were probably the most intrusive in the history 
of the world, creating and controlling institutions that pene­
trated every aspect of life. They also constructed a huge cultural 
apparatus to disseminate a belief system designed to support 
those institutions. The story of post-socialism is the story of the 
wholesale retreat of the state from that active role and the con­
comitant dismantling of the structural institutions and moral 
underpinnings of society. This situation has given social scien­
tists the unprecedented opportunity to study how new institu­
tions and belief systems are formed.

In the USSR and east central Europe, it was the collapse of 
the socialist regimes which precipitated the collapse of institu­
tions. In the Peoples Republic of China, it was the party-state 
itself which initiated the destruction of socialist institutions and 
undermined its own cultural apparatus. The discrepancy be­
tween these two paths has led to two divergent conceptualiza­
tions of the post-socialist transition. In Europe, formerly com­
munist states were interpreted by researchers and bureaucrats 
alike through the lens of 'transition culture,“ which assumed 
that Marxist regimes were defective and destined for collapse, 
and that their damaged citizens and flawed institutions would 
be cured to normalcy (i.e., democracy and capitalism) by the


