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WOLFGANG MUELLER

THE REVOLUTIONS OF 1989: AN INTRODUCTION

In the May 1988 issue of Szkola, a Wroctaw underground paper, an anonymous
commentator wrote: “I think the end of our era is already close at hand.”! The
unknown author with the pseudonym Nobelek Rusz-Czkash turned out to be
among the few who correctly predicted the life expectancy of communist regimes
in Eastern Europe. While since the 1920s there had been announcements of the
end of Soviet communism,” neither the most prominent Eastern nor Western
prophets had foreseen the sudden and momentous events that within weeks would
wash away seemingly unshakable regimes in a number of countries and with them
the postwar international order in Europe, thus bringing to a close what soon
would be called the “short” twentieth century.’

This is not to say that there were no analysts who perceived the signs of the
impending unrest. Among those who saw it coming was Georgii Shakhnazarov,
Gorbachev’s advisor, who in October 1988 predicted a serious crisis in Eastern
Europe caused “by concrete factors rooted in the underlying economic and po-
litical model of socialism that was first developed in our country.” To be sure,
in early 1988 US intelligence also forecasted “a moderate chance” for popular
upheaval in Poland, Romania, and Hungary; however, “in extremis,” the intelli-
gence estimate saw “no reason to doubt” Gorbachev’s willingness to “intervene to
preserve party rule and decisive Soviet influence in the region.””

Perhaps the younger generation of dissidents (to which the commentator No-
belek Rusz-Czkash supposedly belonged), those who distributed leaflets and

' The author would like to thank Maximilian Graf and Arnold Suppan for their comments.
Quoted in Padraic Kenney, 4 Carnival of Revolution: Central Europe 1989 (Princeton: Prince-
ton University Press, 2002), 213.

Among the authors who predicted the downfall of Soviet communism, be it for political, eco-

nomic, national, or demographic reasons, are thinkers as diverse as Ludwig von Mises, George

Orwell, Andrei Amalrik, Marian Dziewanowski, Héléne Carrére d’Encausse, Zbigniew Brzez-

inski, and Emmanuel Todd. Cf. Seymour Martin Lipset and Gyorgy Bence, “Anticipations of the

Failure of Communism,” Theory and Society 23, no. 2 (April 1994): 169-210, 177-81.

3 Eric Hobsbawm, The Age of Extremes: The Short Twentieth Century, 1914-1991 (New York:
Vintage, 1994).

* Quoted in Mark Kramer, “The Demise of the Soviet Bloc,” Journal of Modern History 83, no. 4
(December 2011): 788-854, 811.

5 Director of National Intelligence, “Soviet Policy Toward Eastern Europe Under Gorbachev,”
National Intelligence Estimate 11/12-9-88, May 1988, in Benjamin B. Fischer, ed., 4t Cold
War's End: US Intelligence on the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, 1989—1991 ([ Washington,
DC]: Central Intelligence Agency, 1999), 151-77, 155, 171.



4 Wolfgang Mueller

staged demonstrations, got it right by sheer luck. Perhaps they wanted to believe
that their seemingly absurd and hopeless oppositional activities were not in vain.
Perhaps people on the ground were more sensitive to societal dynamics and the
shifts of popular sentiment than some of the more prominent dissidents—a phe-
nomenon that became clear with regard to the East German oppositional elite’s
attitude toward German unity in early 1990. Historian Charles Maier was certain-
ly correct in analyzing that the failure of many to predict the revolutions of 1989
and the collapse of state communism was, in some way, a “failure of democratic
faith,” a failure to believe that democracy was, in the long run, strong enough to
topple a coercive system.®

There is no consensus among historians and social scientists about whether
revolutions are per se predictable or not. Unpredictability and a sudden rupture
in normal or familiar practices of politics and society are often quoted as fea-
tures of revolutions. Whether the East European revolutions of 1989 qualify as
such, depends, as Charles Tilly remarked, upon how broadly the term is defined.’
More recent revolutionary theory defines a revolution as “an effort to transform
the political institutions and the justifications for political authority in society,
accompanied by formal or informal mass mobilization and non-institutionalized
actions that undermine authorities.”® In this sense, the East European upheavals
of 1989 are acknowledged by political scientist Vladimir Tismaneanu as a “series
of political revolutions that led to the decisive and irreversible transformation of
the existing order. Instead of autocratic, one-party systems, the revolutions creat-
ed emerging pluralist polities. The revolutions allowed the citizens of the former
ideologically driven despotisms (closed societies) to recover their main human
and civil rights and to engage in the building of open societies.”

In the political and social sciences it is said that as soon as a closed society
starts to open, its leaders begin to lose control. More than a century before 1989,
Alexis de Tocqueville had concluded from his studies on L’Ancien Régime et la
Révolution: “Experience teaches that the most critical moment for bad govern-
ments is the one which witnesses their first steps toward reform.”'® As the con-

¢ Charles S. Maier, “What Have We Learned since 1989?,” Contemporary European History 18,
no. 3 (2009): 253-69, 253.

7 Charles Tilly, European Revolutions, 1492—1992 (Oxford: Blackwell, 1993), 4, 233-37. Tilly
concluded that while the situation in 1989 and the resulting events were revolutionary almost
everywhere in Eastern Europe, the events can be considered revolutions in only certain coun-
tries (in Czechoslovakia, the GDR, the USSR, and Yugoslavia). For a thoughtful analysis of
predictability and history, see Arnold Suppan, “Prognose und Vorhersehbarkeit in Geschichte
und Geschichtswissenschaft,” lecture at the Austrian Academy of Sciences, 15 November 2013.
I am grateful to Arnold Suppan for sharing his manuscript.

8 Jack Goldstone, “Towards a Fourth Generation of Revolutionary Theory,” Annual Review of
Political Science 4, no. 1 (2001): 139-87.

? Vladimir Tismaneanu, “The Revolutions of 1989: Causes, Meanings, Consequences,” Contem-
porary European History 18, no. 3 (2009): 271-88, 277.

10 Alexis de Tocqueville, The Old Regime and the Revolution (New York: Harper & Bros., 1856), 214.
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tributions to this volume underscore, the unrest caught the communist bloc in a
state of flux, with the struggle between reformers, anti-reformers, and dissidents
still undecided. The upheavals of 1989 have, therefore, been aptly described as a
“partnership of revolution from above and revolution from below.”" In the vari-
ous countries, the revolutions followed different patterns: national reaffirmation
of the 1956 uprising combined with reforms from above in Hungary; long-term
opposition and gradually eroding communism in Poland; unrest of the masses
leading to the implosion of the rigid regimes of East Germany and Czechoslova-
kia; demonstrations met by palace revolts in Bulgaria and Romania. Most of them
were peaceful and “self-limiting”, with a negotiated transition of power. Still,
popular participation and legitimacy was considered large enough to make them a
“popular, genuine” revolution.!> While some of the upheavals were interpreted af-
terward as steps toward political normalization after a successful modernization,
others are seen by many as just another failed attempt to modernize.

The regimes that were toppled in 1989 had similar features: Their rule was
autocratic, based on communist ideology, state-ownership of the economy, sub-
ordination of society under one political party, and tight control over political
activity.”® As they matured, these regimes reduced mass coercion and repression
in favor of using nationalism and an implicit social contract. Many factors explain
their downfall: economic stagnation, reducing their maneuvering space vis-a-vis
their own population; the resulting crisis of legitimacy, with the regimes being
less and less able to deliver the material improvements they had promised in re-
turn for their populations’ political aquiescence; ideological bankruptcy, with the
ideas of social equality increasingly pushed aside by human rights; the effects
of reform-communist political and economic liberalization, culminating with and
personified by Mikhail Gorbachev, which increased people’s maneuvering space
and information sources, but reduced the regimes’ ability and resolution to bribe
or coerce their people into submission; and courageous action by non-conform-
ists. As in the case of the communist regimes’ installation after World War I and II,
intentionalist interpretations of their demise are pitted against structuralist ones.
While intentionalists will stress the role of Lech Walgsa, Pope John Paul II, and
Mikhail Gorbacheyv, structuralists point to inherent flaws that were inscribed in the
communist regimes from their beginning, societal disintegration, and economic
imbalances.'* Depending upon whether one chooses a systemic, society-based or

1" Karol Edward Sottan, “Purposes of the Past,” in Vladimir Tismaneanu and Bogdan C. Iacob,
eds., The End and the Beginning: The Revolutions of 1989 and the Resurgence of History (Bu-
dapest: Central European University Press, 2009), 69-108, 80-88.

12 Kevin McDermott and Mattew Stibbe, eds., The 1989 Revolutions in Central and Eastern Eu-
rope: From Communism to Pluralism (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2013), 3.

13 Stephen E. Smith, “Towards a Global History of Communism,” in idem, ed., The Oxford Hand-
book of the History of Communism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 1-34, 3.

4 Tbid., 11-16.
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regime-centered approach, 1989 can thus be told as a story of systemic failure,
popular unrest, revolution from above or great-power politics.

Since 1990, historians and political scientists have told this story from a

comparative and/or entangled perspective.!* As archival materials were released
they helped us to better understand events, backgrounds and interactions.'® Bot-
tom-up!” and top-down'® perspectives, intentionalist and structuralist explanations
struggled against one another and, in the end, will perhaps complement one anoth-
er. The more detailed the new insights are, the greater is the need to periodically
synthesize new findings and reflect upon the larger picture."

It is the aim of this book to give an overview over the various national rev-

olutions of 1989 and the external reactions, thus combining both domestic and
international perspectives. It is not concerned with postcommunist transition, al-
though it includes some of the consequences of the revolutions into the spec-

15

Among the “first generation” of writings on 1989, cf. Timothy Garton Ash, The Magic Lantern:
The Revolution of '89 Witnessed in Warsaw, Budapest, Berlin and Prague (New York: Random
House, 1990); Ralf Dahrendorf, Reflections on the Revolution in Eastern Europe (New York:
Random House, 1990); William Echikson, Lighting in the Night: Revolution in Eastern Europe
(New York: W. Morrow, 1990); J.F. Brown, Surge to Freedom: The End of Communist Rule in
Eastern Europe (Durham: Duke University Press, 1991); Roger East, Revolution in Eastern Eu-
rope (London, New York: Pinter Publishers, 1992); Ivo Banac, ed., Eastern Europe in Revolu-
tion (Ithaca, London: Cornell University Press, 1992); J. Elvert and M. Salewski, Der Umbruch
in Osteuropa (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner, 1993); Gale Stokes, The Walls Came Tumbling Down:
The Collapse of Communism in Eastern Europe (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993).
Jacques Lévesque, The Enigma of 1989: The USSR and the Liberation of Eastern Europe
(Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press, 1997); Charles S. Maier, Disso-
lution: The Crisis of Communism and the End of East Germany (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1997); Vladimir Tismaneanu, ed., The Revolutions of 1989 (London, New York: Rout-
ledge, 1999); Steven Saxonberg, The Fall: A Comparative Study of the End of Communism in
Czechoslovakia, East Germany, Hungary and Poland (London: Routledge, repr. 2003); Svetlana
Savranskaya, Thomas Blanton, Vladislav Zubok, eds., Masterpieces of History: The Peaceful
End of the Cold War in Europe, 1989 (Budapest: Central European University Press, 2010).

Jiti Ptiban, Disidenti prava: O revolucich roku 1989, fikcich legality a soudobé verzi spolecenské
smlouvy (Prague: Sociologické nakladatelstvi, 2001); Padraic Kenney, 4 Carnival of Revolu-
tion: Central Europe 1989 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002).

Stephen Kotkin with Jan T. Gross, Uncivil Society: 1989 and the Implosion of the Communist
Establishment (New York: Modern Library, 2009).

Mary E. Sarotte, 1989. The Struggle to Create Post—Cold War Europe (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2009); Vladimir Tismaneanu and Bogdan C. lacob, eds., The End and the
Beginning: The Revolutions of 1989 and the Resurgence of History (Budapest: Central Europe-
an University Press, 2009); Victor Sebestyen, Revolution 1989: The Fall of the Soviet Empire
(London: Weidenfeld & Nicholson, 2009); Bernd Florath, ed., Das Revolutionsjahr 1989: Die
demokratische Revolution in Osteuropa als eine transnationale Zdisur (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck
& Ruprecht, 2011); K.V. Nikiforov et al., eds., Revolyutsii i reform v stranah Tsentral noi i yu-
go-vostochnoi Evropy: 20 let spustya (Moscow: Rosspen, 2011); Kevin McDermott and Mattew
Stibbe, eds., The 1989 Revolutions in Central and Eastern Europe: From Communism to Plu-
ralism (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2013); Mark Kramer and Vit Smetana, eds.,
Imposing, Maintaining, and Tearing Open the Iron Curtain (Lanham: Lexington, 2014).
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trum of issues. The volume has three parts: the first examines the revolutionary
events—from above and from below—in Eastern Europe and Beijing, starting
with Gorbachev’s perestroika and continuing with country studies from Poland
to Romania. The second part deals with Soviet and Western perceptions of and
responses to the 1989 crisis in a similar fashion by treating various countries’
leaders’ political responses to the challenges of 1989—90. The last part of this vol-
ume focuses on the aftermath of the momentous events, on societal transforma-
tions that followed, the acceptance of the new Central European democracies to
NATO and the EU, and on the larger context of these changes. These chapters are
complemented by country studies on the post-1989 “archival revolution” and the
memory of 1989. The remainder of this chapter attempts to contextualize and link
the various chapters of this volume by addressing transnational links and topics. It
reflects the structure of this volume, albeit in a modified way.

The Revolutions

In his groundbreaking study of The Gorbachev Factor, political scientist Archie
Brown stated that the sudden collapse of 1989 “requires no elaborate explana-
tion.”” The communist regimes in Eastern Europe “existed because the Soviet
Union had put them in place—by force of arms or threat of force—and had been
ready to intervene to sustain them in power.” While most authors would agree that
while communism had been rejected by most East Europeans as a Soviet imposi-
tion?! and that national communism was a double-edged sword with regard to bloc
consistency, there remains disagreement about the share that long- and short-term
factors such as the actions of individuals had in bringing down state communism.
Stephen Kotkin has concluded that state communism’s internal crisis was the main
reason for the revolutions, and he has gone as far as to claim that the role of the
civil society in 1989 is a myth.?? Even if this is true, and there are many who doubt
it, we need to ask (a) what made this crisis a successful revolution and (b) why it
brought collapse in 1989 and not, say, in 1956, 1968 or 2050. Christoph Boyer
has endeavored to develop a model to explain these questions by combining the
birth defects of communism such as the absence of economic incentives, political

20 Archie Brown, The Gorbachev Factor (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), 247.

2l Cf. Brown, Kramer, Sebestyen. An exception seems to be Constantine Pleshakov, who claims
the following: “If in 1945 communism hadn’t exactly arrived at the point of a gun, 1989 was
not really about throwing off Moscow [...] Eastern Europeans were, naturally, very happy to
see the Soviets go, but they were fighting not the empire [...] but their own rulers.” There Is No
Freedom Without Bread! 1989 and the Civil War That Brought Down Communism (New York:
Picador, 2009), 5-6, 236. Nonetheless, the experience of 1953, 1956 and 1968 shows that East
Europeans had indeed fought the Soviet empire.

22 Stephen Kotkin with Jan T. Gross, Uncivil Society: 1989 and the Implosion of the Communist
Establishment (New York: Modern Library, 2009).
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competition, and public correctives with later emerging flaws such as the suppres-
sion of reforms in Czechoslovakia and the GDR in 1968—70 and the inability to
satisfy consumer demands or to implement the Third Industrial Revolution.” With
the Eastern economies and societies being increasingly entangled with their West-
ern counterparts,” comparisons could be drawn whereby the flaws became ever
more visible for the normal citizen. Since modernization and social as well as
economic superiority loomed large among the self-legitimizing factors of the
communist regimes, the inability to achieve these things to the same extent as the
West fatally undermined the regimes’ prestige and legitimacy.

In general, top-down approaches underline the role of perestroika among
the preconditions and decisive factors of 1989. While a number of studies have
emerged that stress the role of other factors, in particular bottom-up impulses,
many will agree that among the preconditions for the revolutions, “the changes in
the Soviet Union are overwhelmingly the most important part.”* The importance
of what was labeled the “Gorbachev factor” stems from perestroika and glasnost’,
i.e. the attempt to dynamize the ailing Soviet economy and tackle corruption as
well as lethargy. 2 This was to be achieved by stimulating political and economic
participation and reducing the costs of the hypertrophic empire. This included, as
a prerequisite, the relaxation of East-West tensions. As the economic crisis be-
came more apparent, steps intensified toward reducing Soviet interference in the
East European states as well as subsidies for them.

At the same time, the importance of Western partners for alleviating East Eu-
ropean problems increased. In parallel, Gorbachev’s calls for perestroika and his
support for change in the non-Soviet member states of the Eastern bloc grew bold-
er. He “wanted East Europeans to emulate [perestroika] but hesitated to push them
too hard since that went against the spirit of his politics.”””” Moreover, before spring
1988, his calls did not include a public disavowal of the Brezhnev Doctrine.?

2 Christoph Boyer, ““1989” und die Wege dorthin,” Vierteljahrshefte fiir Zeitgeschichte 59, no. 1
(2011): 101-18.

Anselm Doering-Manteuffel and Raphael Lutz, Nach dem Boom: Perspektiven auf die Zeitge-
schichte seit 1970 (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht; 2008).

Archie Brown, Seven Years that Changed the World: Perestroika in Perspective (Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 2007), 222.

It was an irony that the leader, who “aimed to rejuvenate communism, ended up destroying it.”
Peter Grieder, ““When Your Neighbour Changes His Wallpaper’: The ‘Gorbachev Factor’ and
the Collapse of the German Democratic Republic,” in Kevin McDermott and Mattew Stibbe,
eds., The 1989 Revolutions in Central and Eastern Europe: From Communism to Pluralism
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2013), 73-92, 73.

Mary Buckley, “The Multifaceted External Soviet Role in Processes towards Unanticipated
Revolutions,” in Kevin McDermott and Mattew Stibbe, eds., The 1989 Revolutions in Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe: From Communism to Pluralism (Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 2013), 33-72.
Mark Kramer, “The Collapse of East European Communism and the Repercussions within the
Soviet Union (Part 1),” Journal of Cold War Studies 5, no. 4 (Fall 2003): 178-256, 183.

24

25

28
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In his chapter to this volume, Andrei Gracheyv stresses the “new political think-
ing” as a non-Leninist and non-confrontational approach to international policy.
It was based on disarmament, non-violence, and reform. Although Gorbachev did
not order it, he encouraged the Polish communists to re-legalize Solidarno$¢, ac-
quiesced (in March 1989) to the subsequent (from May) Hungarian dismantling
of the Iron Curtain, granted (in August) the opening of the Hungarian border for
East German refugees (in September) and agreed (in January 1990) to Germany’s
reunification. He did not veto the emergence of non-communist parties, the hold-
ing of (semi-) free elections or the subsequent emergence of non-communist-led
governments in Eastern Europe. Nevertheless, it is unlikely that the Soviet leader
had entirely abandoned the “outer empire” before 1991. When the first communist
regimes began to collapse, the CPSU initially still considered immediate measures
to provide their “fraternal parties” support, as Mikhail Prozumenshchikov shows.
After the new non-communist governments were formed, steps were conceived
for improving Soviet relations with them. In many instances, Gorbachev referred
to the continuing Soviet responsibility as a primus inter pares, and even after the
forming of a non-communist government in Poland, the Kremlin sought assuranc-
es that this country would remain in the Warsaw Pact.”

The question of why communist leaders agreed to give up their monopoly of
power can be explained in several ways: Some intended to stabilize their position
by co-opting parts of the non-communist spectrum or, as Polish opposition mas-
termind Bronistaw Geremek said about the communist leadership, “to corrupt us,
divide us, compromise us.”** Others counted on confirming their own position
and humiliating their contenders at the ballot box. In the round table talks, Pol-
ish communists insisted on quick elections, hoping to wrong-foot the opposition,
which clearly lacked an apparatus or resources. Not only Polish, but also East
German communists and even Gorbachev “did not realize how much they would
be repudiated,”! overestimating their chances of winning the popular vote. In the
end, it turned out that in 1989 state communism lacked not only popular support,
but also the ability to readjust and, luckily, the resolution to fight for power. As
an alternative explanation, historian Konrad Jarausch has pointed to the loss of
utopian belief and self-confidence among the ruling communists*?> and Charles
Maier has argued that in 1989 the communist leaders “understood that they had

2 Jacques Lévesque, The Enigma of 1989: The USSR and the Liberation of Eastern Europe
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), 240.

3% Quoted in Victor Sebestyen, Revolution 1989: The Fall of the Soviet Empire (London: Weiden-
feld & Nicholson, 2009), 221. Cf. ibid., 287.

31 Maier, “What Have We Learned since 1989?,” 261. Cf. Kramer, “The Collapse (Part 1),” 195.
Konrad H. Jarausch, “Moderate Modernity and the Spirit of 1989,” in Vladimir Tismaneanu and
Bogdan C. Tacob, eds., The End and the Beginning: The Revolutions of 1989 and the Resurgence
of History (Budapest: Central European University Press, 2009), 109-26, 112. Cf. Tismaneanu,
“The Revolutions of 1989,” 279.
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arrived at a dead end in terms of their own aspirations and policies.”** In Maier’s
eyes, this disillusionment is part of what he calls “late communism,” an “ageing”
regime’s era of growing complexity in which the central power loses control to
its agents, the economy and official politics are less dynamic, and leaders are less
prone to risk-taking.

In Poland 1989 bottom-up initiatives were most prominent: nowhere else in the
Eastern bloc was the opposition so powerful, nowhere else did so many different
oppositional initiatives emerge, nowhere else did they establish such a widespread
network of transnational contacts and activities supporting oppositional groups in
other East European countries. In his path-breaking study of grassroots opposi-
tion, historian Padraic Kenney has stated: “The regime did not agree to negotiate
because this or that opposition leader showed indefatigable determination (nor, of
course, simply due to economic decline and Western pressure, both of which had
been the case for a long time). The catalyst to dialogue was the broad social unrest
on dozens of stages.”* As in Kenney’s study, bottom-up approaches stress the im-
portance of East European dissidents and opposition groups for bringing about the
revolutions of 1989. While Stephen Kotkin as well as historian Tony Judt* have
doubted the impact of dissidents, Kenney and Timothy Garton Ash argue that
the “reassessment of the notion of citizenship” was launched by the example of
intellectuals and their ideas.*® Vladimir Tismaneanu has stated that the revolutions

cannot be understood without an emphasis on the significance of civil society as a set of funda-
mental ideas, a political math, and a real, historical movement [...] those who took to the streets,
the thousands and thousands who were ready to die because they wanted to be free, did not act
as the puppets of uncivil society. They believed in civility, decency and humanity, and they suc-
ceeded in rehabilitating these values.’’

Opposition comprised a wide range of interests and activities: While Solidar-
nos¢ and a few dissidents had held a virtual monopoly of the opposition in the
early 1970s, in 1989 the groups ranged from human rights committees, religious
and social groups, peace movements and conscientious objectors (e.g. Charter 77;
Freedom and Peace, the first major opposition group in Poland since the founding
of Solidarnosé¢; the Peace Group for Dialogue in Hungary; the Initiative for Peace
and Human Rights in the GDR), to cultural- and nature-protection as well as an-
ti-nuclear and ecological awareness groups. These included the Velehrad initiative

3 Maier, “What Have We Learned since 19892, 259; 267.
Padraic Kenney, 4 Carnival of Revolution: Central Europe 1989 (Princeton: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 2002), 300.
35 Tony Judt, Postwar: A History of Europe since 1945 (London: Penguin, 2005), 576. The author
refers to “immediate” impact in the 1970s.
Garton Ash, The Magic Lantern, 131-56. Garton Ash dismisses Kotkin’s interpretation. Timo-
thy Garton Ash, “1989!,” The New York Review of Books, 5 November 2009.
37 Vladimir Tismaneanu, “Rethinking 1989,” in idem and Bogdan C. Iacob, eds., The End and the

Beginning: The Revolutions of 1989 and the Resurgence of History (Budapest: Central European
University Press, 2009), 15-32, 32.
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of 1985; Janos Vargha’s Danube Circle, which collected more than 10,000 signa-
tures against the creation of the gigantic Nagymaros dam; and Ekoglasnost, which
became famous for its protests in Sofia in October 1989 and whose crushing con-
tributed to Todor Zhivkov’s downfall.* Their activities comprised street theaters,
summer camps, pilgrimages, student activism, raft expeditions, the collecting of
signatures for petitions, street protests, hunger strikes, leaflet distribution, sit-ins
and happenings, the cleaning and restoring of historical sites, the occupation of
endangered natural sites, singing songs, forming human chains, the commemora-
tion of historical dates, and campaigns against pollution or homelessness.

In many places, it was young people who were leading the protests. Since the
nineteenth century (not in 1789), students had played a vanguard role in many, if
not most, revolutions.* In the Eastern bloc, communist propaganda had contrib-
uted to keeping ideas of “revolution,” “powerful demonstrations” and “meetings”
popular.** As Karsten Briiggemann shows in this chapter on the revolution in the
Baltics, opposition was conducted mainly by representatives of a generation that
only knew about massive state violence through hearsay or personal family his-
tory. They therefore believed in the “possibility” of change. Music played a large
role, not only in the Baltics, where the singing of songs became a major means of
protest. Rock or punk music had always been perceived by communist authorities
as potentially subversive. Indeed, in 1976, the arrest of the rock band Plastic Peo-
ple of the Universe became the trigger for formulating Charter 77; twelve years
later, a rally in Czechoslovakia in the memory of the death of John Lennon turned
into a demonstration for the withdrawal of Soviet troops from the country.*!

In Bulgaria and Romania, as Ulf Brunnbauer and Anneli Ute Gabanyi show,
political dissent was less significant in comparison to Poland or Czechoslovakia.
Here opposition groups of ethnic minorities were remarkable: the Turkish minori-

ty in Bulgaria, which opposed the forceful assimilation campaign to which it had
3% For a transnational survey of the role of churches before and in 1989, see Christian Halbrock,
“Kirche und Kirchen im Vorfeld sowie in den Revolutionen: Handlungsvoraussetzungen,
Einilibung und Praxis des Widersprechens,” in Bernd Florath, ed., Das Revolutionsjahr 1989:
Die demokratische Revolution in Osteuropa als eine transnationale Zdsur (Gottingen: Vanden-
hoeck & Ruprecht, 2011), 149-64.

Robin Okey, “Echoes and Precedents: 1989 in Historical Perspective,” in Kevin McDermott and
Mattew Stibbe, eds., The 1989 Revolutions in Central and Eastern Europe: From Communism
to Pluralism (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2013), 33-52. Cf. idem, The Demise of
Communist East Europe: 1989 in Context (London: Bloomsbury, 2004).

James Krapfl, “Afterword: The Discursive Constitution of Revolution and Revolution Envy,”
in Kevin McDermott and Mattew Stibbe, eds., The 1989 Revolutions in Central and Eastern
Europe: From Communism to Pluralism (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2013),
271-84.

Sebestyen, Revolution, 208. Cf. Gyorgy Dalos, Lebt wohl, Genossen! Der Untergang des sow-
Jetischen Imperiums (Munich: Beck 2011). On opposition in Czechoslovakia, cf. E.G. Zador-
ozhnyuk, Ot kruzhneniya Prazhskoi vesny k triumfu “barhatnoi” revolyutsii: Iz istorii oppozit-
sionnogo dvizeniya v Chehoslovakii (Avgust 1968—Noyabr’ 1989) (Moscow: Indrik, 2008).
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been subjected and which was supported from 1988 by Bulgarian intellectuals;
in Romania, the Hungarian minority, which resisted the forceful razing of their
villages and was inspired by their spokesman Pastor Laszl6 Tdkés of Timisoara
(Temesvar), whose arrest helped trigger the uprising in 1989.

Although created for collective action, most of these groups were “rooted in an
individualistic concept of freedom, programmatically skeptical of all ideological
blueprints for social engineering, [...] liberal and non-utopian.”** Jiirgen Haber-
mas has therefore labeled 1989 the “rectifying revolutions,” revolutions that re-
stored Eastern Europe to the “normal” liberal democratic trajectory.** By “living
in truth,” as Vaclav Havel put it, they strove to reject a system which they per-
ceived as a lie.* Ideas in general, the ones of human and civil rights in particular,
loomed large among their foundations.* They aimed at belonging to what they
imagined as the free, independent, wealthy and happy mainstream of the West;
“return to Europe,” be it to a functioning economy and/or to civil society, was
one of their mottos.*® This may be one of the reasons why what political scientist
Marie Elise Sarotte called “prefab” models prevailed in defining the post-1989
international order.*’

In the early 1980s, the image of West European society being wealthier and
happier than communist ones seems to have been widespread in the East, both
among the masses and in the higher echelons. In the wake of détente, perestroika,
and the Conference of Security and Cooperation in Europe, intensified East-West
entanglement,* the exchange of visitors, and the media had achieved a great deal
in deconstructing enemy images and shaking ideological convictions. In his mem-
oirs, Gorbachev wrote that simply by the West being able to provide a higher stan-
dard of living for its citizens and legitimacy for its governments, his own “faith in
the advantages of socialist over bourgeois democracy was shaken.”* Détente and

4 Vladimir Tismaneanu, “The Revolutions of 1989: Causes, Meanings, Consequences,” Contem-

porary European History 18, no. 3 (2009): 271-88, 272.
4 Jirgen Habermas, Die nachholende Revolution, Kleine Politische Schriften VII (Frankfurt am
Main: Suhrkamp, 1990); idem, “What Does Socialism Mean Today? The Rectifying Revolution
and the Need for New Thinking on the Left,” New Left Review 1, no. 183 (September-October
1990), http://newleftreview.org/1/183/jurgen-habermas-what-does-socialism-mean-today-the-
rectifying-revolution-and-the-need-for-new-thinking-on-the-left.
Vaclav Havel, “The Power of the Powerless,” in idem et al., The Power of the Powerless: Citi-
zens against the State in Central-Eastern Europe (London: Hutchinson, 1985), 10-59, 20.
Wolfgang Eichwede, “Don Quichottes Sieg: Die Biirgerrechtler und die Revolutionen von
1989,” Osteuropa 59, no. 2-3 (2009): 61-84.
46 Judt, Postwar, 630.
47 Mary Elise Sarotte, /989: The Struggle to Create Post-Cold War Europe (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2009), 1-10.
Poul Villaume and Odd Arne Westad, eds., Perforating the Iron Curtain: European Détente,
Transatlantic Relations, and the Cold War, 1965-1985 (Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum
Press, 2010).
4 M. Gorbachev, Zhisn’i reformy 1 (Moscow: Novosti, 1995), 169.
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Ostpolitik had contributed to the Western image improving greatly. As memories
of the war faded and West Germany emerged as an economic partner, anti-Ger-
man propaganda which had been used for decades to keep the Eastern bloc togeth-
er was toned down. The picture of Willy Brandt kneeling in front of the Warsaw
uprising memorial did more to deconstruct the communist enemy image of West
Germany than decades of Western counterpropaganda: “After the Berlin and Ger-
man treaties were signed at the beginning of the 1970s only the most stubborn and
hidebound state socialist leaders [...] might still believe that a commonwealth of
workers was menaced by an imperialist conspiracy.”*

While Poland is often cited as a case in point for the importance of bottom-up
initiatives, Klaus Bachmann underlines the emergence and temporary toleration
of semi-legal non-communist political actors in Poland as well as of liberalizing
steps taken by the late-communist regime. All the more, the story of Hungary in
1989 is often described as a top-down process, a “revolution from above,” whereby
reform communists participated in dismantling the one-party system, as shown by
Andreas Oplatka. As in the Polish case, pre-1989 liberalization as well as round
table negotiations loom large. After multicandidate elections had been held in the
USSR in April 1989, Gorbachev neither vetoed the holding of partially free elec-
tions in Poland nor the subsequent emergence of a noncommunist-led government.
However, in March 1989 he did not welcome Hungarian Premier Miklos Németh’s
proposal to hold multiparty elections in Hungary and he disapproved of the emerg-
ing Hungarian interpretation of 1956 as a popular uprising and not, as Soviet com-
munism had preached, a “counterrevolution.”' But it was to Gorbachev’s credit
that he stressed that such decisions were within the national responsibility and that
he fulfilled Hungary’s demand for a quick Soviet withdrawal of forces.

Doubtlessly, Gorbachev’s greatest achievement was non-violence as a conse-
quence of his and his East European colleagues’ restraint. In twentieth-century
Europe in general, political violence had played a large role;*? in Eastern Europe
and the communist bloc this role was particularly large.>® The revolutions of 1789

0 Maier, “What Have We Learned since 1989?,” 261. Cf. Odd Arne Westad, “Beginnings of the
End: How the Cold War Crumbled,” in Silvio Pons and Federico Romero, eds., Reinterpreting
the End of the Cold War: Issues, Interpretations, Periodizations (London: Frank Cass, 2005),
68-81, 69-71.

31 Kramer, “The Demise of the Soviet Bloc,” 818.

52 Donald Bloxham and Roberst Gerwarth, eds., Political Violence in Twentieth-Century Europe
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011); Adam Roberts and Timothy Garton Ash, eds.,
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Present (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009); Martin Sabrow, ed., 1989 und die Rolle der
Gewalt (Géttingen: Wallstein, 2009); Timothy Snyder, Bloodlands: Europe Between Hitler and
Stalin (New York: Basic Books, 2010); Arnold Suppan, Hitler—Benes—Tito: Konflikt, Krieg
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and 1848, both of which included large-scale violence, were followed by military
interventions and wars. In contrast, many historians have pointed to the 1989 rev-
olutions’ surprisingly peaceful character. Timothy Garton Ash is certainly correct
in assessing that “Where the guillotine is a symbol of 1789, the round table is
a symbol of 1989.”>* In his groundbreaking study, Jacques Lévesque states that
“the most surprising event of that fateful year was not, in itself, the collapse of
the East European regimes [...] The most remarkable and least expected event of
1989 was, in fact, the Soviet attitude.”> Indeed, other uprisings and upheavals
in Eastern Europe in 1953, 1956, 1968 had started peacefully before they were
violently suppressed by Soviet forces. Mark Kramer has argued that three crucial
events helped shape Gorbachev’s rejection of force: the Afghanistan disaster, the
Soviet crackdown on demonstrators in Tbilisi in April 1989 and the Chinese mas-
sacre of students on Tiananmen Square in June.*® Even more importantly, human-
itarian considerations spoke against the application of force. The Soviet leader
was likely influenced by what historian James Sheehan has described as Europe’s
postwar transformation into a pacifist mainstream consensus.’’ In addition, from
the cycle of liberalization, East European unrest, and Soviet hardline response as
had emerged in 1953-56 and 196670, Gorbachev drew the conclusion that the
use of force would not only discredit perestroika internationally but also wreck it
domestically. In the end, the Soviet leader was remarkably successful in avoiding
violence, as well as in safeguarding a peaceful but rapid transition to a new polit-
ical order. Since communism had not taken roots in Eastern Europe, a civil war
could be avoided.

Yet, when demonstrators took to the streets in 1989, none of them could know
for sure what kind of response they might expect from the police, or even from the
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1999). Cf. Hermann Weber and Ulrich Méhlert, eds., Terror:
Stalinistische Parteisduberungen 1936—1953 (Paderborn: Schoningh, rev. exp. ed. 2001); Nor-
man Naimark, Stalin’s Genocides (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010); David Svoboda
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of Totalitarian Regimes, 2011); Kevin McDermott and Mattew Stibbe, eds., Stalinist Terror in
Eastern Europe: Elite Purges and Mass Repression (Manchester: Manchester University Press,
2011).
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57 James Sheehan, Where Have All the Soldiers Gone? The Transformation of Modern Europe
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2008).



The Revolutions of 1989: An Introduction 15

Soviet forces. In earlier decades, the Kremlin had sent out seemingly arbitrarily
freezes and thaws, and in 1989 nobody was able to tell when the next “climate
change” was due. In contrast to earlier claims, no documentary evidence has hith-
erto emerged that Gorbachev had, prior to 1989, informed his East European com-
rades about his decision not to send troops should their people rise against them.*®
Except for public announcements of the freedom of choice, such as Gorbachev’s
1988 address to the United Nations, the public knew very little about the leader’s
intentions.

Still, in 1989, thousands of people were intimidated, taken into custody, or
beaten up by communist police. Force was never ruled out entirely. Padraic Ken-
ney has shown that in 1989, it was still risky to demonstrate in the streets. Even
in the most liberal parts of Poland, uncertainty remained; in October 1989, Soviet
police organized a “pogrom” against opposition demonstrators in Ukraine> and in
November demonstrating students in Prague were mercilessly beaten up by Czech
police. Polish communist leaders seriously considered imposing martial law in
August 1988 and after the elections of June 1989; Czechoslovak communists con-
sidered doing the same in November 1989.% In the GDR police vans were deliber-
ately driven into the demonstrating crowd, Stasi boss Erich Mielke gave the order
to “shoot troublemakers” and the East German Politburo discussed crushing the
mass demonstrations. As the brief episode of Soviet force in the Baltics shows,
until 1991 “no one could exclude the possibility of an attempted crackdown.”¢!

The fact that appalling bloodshed happened on Tiananmen Square, many ob-
servers claim, is one of the reasons it did not happen in Europe. But the opposite
chain of causality may hold true as well, as Peter Vamos suggests. From the de-
velopments in Eastern Europe, Chinese leaders drew the conclusion that ruthless
action was needed in Beijing. While Gorbachev had started to tolerate public dis-
sent, not the least in order to create momentum for his reforms, the Chinese party
decided first to quell the student demonstrations on Tiananmen Square and then
to return to their reforms. Afterward, again, fundamentally differing conclusions
were drawn at the other end of the communist world: While members of the Polish
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and Hungarian opposition were among the fiercest critics of the bloody crack-
down and in the Kremlin an appalled Gorbachev may have felt confirmed in his
commitment to non-violence, in Bucharest and East Berlin, Nicolaec Ceausescu
and Erich Honecker watched with interest how what their hardline advisors would
soon recommend as “the Chinese solution” was being implemented.*

However, as Anneli Ute Gabanyi argues, it is far from clear who is responsible
for most of the about 1,000 dead in Romania, when a group of people around
Ion Iliescu seized power in a coup d’état following popular unrest in Timigoara.
Ceausescu’s suppression of the uprising cost many lives, but many more people
died in fighting after the dictator had been arrested. He was the only communist
leader who was executed in 1989.

Police brutality did not rescue the communist GDR either. After a brief climax
in October, the violence was toned down and, soon thereafter, the SED state dis-
appeared. The mass exodus of East Germans through the recently opened Hun-
garian-Austrian border, ongoing demonstrations at home and quickly approach-
ing bankruptcy had caused so much confusion in East Berlin that it unwillingly
opened the Wall and, later, consented with round table talks and free elections.
Interestingly, even as the GDR increasingly resembled an air mattress with a hole,
some of its most prominent dissidents continued to believe in the existence of a
reformed communist state. Yet, this idea was rejected among the masses and the
emerging drive for German unity prevailed.

Hans Hermann Hertle stresses the role West German television (which could be
seen anywhere in the GDR except in the so-called Valley of the Clueless) played
in East Germany’s “October Revolution” by reporting the opening, first, of the
Hungarian Iron Curtain and, then, prematurely as it turned out, of the Berlin Wall.
Indeed, the fall of the Wall is the first world-historic event to have become reality
because it was announced by the media. When in the evening of 9 November 1989
West German television declared that “the gates of the Wall are wide open” this
was not yet the case.” However it turned into a self-fulfilling prophecy, since it
drew more and more crowds to the border. Even earlier, West German reports on
the rigged GDR elections in May 1989 had helped spark demonstrations in the East.
The transnational effects of the first “televised revolution in history” did not end
here. Victor Sebestyen writes: “When people in Prague saw the Berlin Wall come
down, they began to believe they too could overthrow their leaders. [...] Nicolae
Ceausescu lost power the moment his face was seen on Romanian television looking
first confused, then petrified and finally weak as crowds booed him at a Bucharest
rally.”® Similarly, media reports about the alleged death of student Martin Smid at
the hands of Czechoslovak riot police on 17 November helped to swell the protest-
ing crowd in the “Velvet Revolution.” Further impulses for the uprising had been

2 Cf. Radchenko, Unwanted Visionaries, 307; Kramer, “The Demise of the Soviet Bloc,” 826.
% Sarotte, /1989, 38—41.
4 Sebestyen, Revolution 1989, xx (quote), 278.
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received by the presence of thousands of East German refugees in the West German
embassy in Prague. After massive strikes and the emergence of opposition groups
such as Vaclav Havel’s Civic Forum, a coalition government with a non-communist
majority was formed and it was agreed to hold free elections.

As Jiri Suk reminds us, many of the demonstrations of the “Velvet Revolu-
tion” were organized in commemoration of two crucial phases in Czechoslova-
kia’s recent history: Nazi suppression (as signified by the death of Jan Opletal in
1939) and the Soviet and Warsaw Pact crackdown on the “Prague Spring” reform
policies of 1968 (an invasion that was protested most tragically by the self-im-
molation of Jan Palach in 1969). Both historical events were understood as pow-
erful symbols in the fight for national sovereignty and resistance against foreign
domination. By the same token, in 1989 events commemorating the Czechoslovak
declaration of independence 1918, the 1848 revolution and the 1956 uprising in
Hungary (both suppressed by Russian forces), Ukrainian independence 1919, and
the 1939 signing of the Hitler-Stalin pact as the stab in the back of Baltic state-
hood, were organized to create a “national” consensus against what was increas-
ingly depicted and perceived as “foreign” (i.e. Soviet) communist regimes. These
served as points of departure for the 1989 revolutions in these countries. It was no
coincidence that the reburial of Hungary’s 1956 leader Imre Nagy was used by an
opposition activist, Viktor Orban, for voicing a public call for a Soviet withdrawal
from his country.

Gorbachev seems to have been aware of the risk that historical revelations
might exacerbate national tensions. Until the final day of the USSR’s existence,
the Soviet leadership continued to consider the Hungarian revolution of 1956 “an
anti-communist fascist coup.” In the case of the Soviet massacre of the Polish elite
near Katyn in 1940, Gorbachev continued to deny knowledge of the whereabouts
of related documents about Stalin’s responsibility, although according to Mikhail
Prozumenshchikov he had known about them since the beginning of 1989.

In Yugoslavia, the “national” question emerged in a different way. Together
with Albania, it was the only Eastern country that was never occupied by the So-
viet army for a longer period of time. Florian Bieber and Armina Galijas demon-
strate that, at first glance, Yugoslavia’s trajectory away from communist rule does
not appear particularly different from the other Eastern countries: The communist
party collapsed in January 1990 and multiparty elections were held. However,
in contrast to other countries the anger of the large protest movement of 1988
was quickly channeled into ethnic conflict and the main cleavages within the rul-
ing party opened along ethnic lines. Thus elections led to different results: While
non-communist governments came to power in Slovenia, Croatia, and Bosnia and
Herzegovina, the successors to communists won in Montenegro and Serbia. This
division of Yugoslavia® reflects a larger division between two groups of countries:

6 Cf. Norman M. Naimark and Holly Case, eds., Yugoslavia and Its Historians: Understanding
the Balkan Wars of the 1990s (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2003).
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In Poland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, and the GDR multiparty elections brought
the victory of non-communist forces; in Bulgaria and Romania members of the
(reform) communist elite took power in palace revolts and were then confirmed
in elections.®

Transnational links and external factors

Most authors agree that the revolutions of 1989 were not disconnected nation-
al phenomena, but were reinforced by inter- and transnational links and spillover
effects. As can be seen by the American, French and Polish revolutions of 1776,
1789 and 1791/94 with their transatlantic repercussions, the upheavals from Lat-
in America to the Mediterranean region and St. Petersburg from 1820 to 1825,
the Russian and Central European revolutions in the aftermath of World War I as
well as the de-Stalinization crises of 1953-56, this is certainly not a new phe-
nomenon. The revolutions of 1830 and 1848 in particular were transnational
events with far-reaching spillover effects ranging from Paris to Warsaw and from
Palermo to Budapest.®’

Before and during 1989, ideas of reform and democratic participation spread
from Western Europe to the East, from Eastern Europe to Russia and vice versa,
and from Eastern Europe to China. Among the dissident groups of the late 1980s,
a widespread network of transnational links and interactions existed at the grass-
roots level. Later this reached up to the top: Collaboration between Polish activists
and their Czechoslovak and Hungarian as well as Baltic and Ukrainian colleagues
included students’ contacts, the smuggling of hardware and know-how,* and pro-
tests against the Tiananmen massacre in front of the Chinese embassy buildings in
Warsaw and Budapest. When Czech authorities arrested Hungarian activists who
had supported anti-regime demonstrations in Prague on 21 August 1989, the Hun-
garian opposition organized a hunger strike in front of the Czechoslovak embassy
in Budapest. Solidarity was active in promoting liberalization and self-determina-
tion in the USSR: Walgsa wrote a letter to Gorbachev urging him to grant Lithua-
nia the same right of choice as had been given Eastern Europe and later nominated
the three Baltic republics for the Nobel Peace Prize.” In the Baltic states, students
from Ukraine experienced the feeling of seeing the banned national flag waved on
the streets and were taught how to layout their samizdat gazette. Polish opposition
leader Adam Michnik joined the inaugural congress of Ukraine’s Rukh move-
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the Berlin Wall (London: Simon & Schuster, 2009), 190-91.
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ment in September 1989. While Padraic Kenney has demonstrated that dissident
cooperation among East Europeans was much more active than expected, he has
stressed the reticence of West Europeans (in contrast to Americans) with regard
to Eastern dissidents; here the dilemma of the 1970s of whether to establish and
maintain contact with communist semi-official peace and human-rights organiza-
tions or of trying to collaborate with the opposition was visible.

The transnational spillover of political reforms, as analyzed by Ella Za-
dorozhnyuk, ranged from round table negotiations, free multicandidate elections
to the abolishment of the “leading role” of the communist party. Competitive
multicandidate elections had been made mandatory in Poland and Hungary for
the National Assembly and local councils from the early 1980s;”° the Hungarian
Parliament was relieved step-by-step from party tutelage. The Hungarian commu-
nists were also first in giving up their monopoly of power in January 1989 and
announcing the transition to a multiparty system. The regulations created for the
election of the Congress of People’s Deputies in the USSR in March stipulated
that candidates seek approval by local assemblies; many anti-establishment com-
munists and independent candidates won such tickets and, then, congress seats.
From here they created a pro-reform caucus. Later, they were among the first dep-
uties to leave the CPSU. In the meantime, this new kind of election in the Soviet
Union had made it easier to change the regulations for elections in Poland in June,
with 35 percent of the Sejm and all seats of the Senate open for free contestation.
Although Gorbachev had expressed his personal disapproval, Hungary was the
first to introduce genuine multiparty elections, which were held shortly after sim-
ilar elections in the GDR in March and April 1990; Czechoslovakia followed in
June. Further spillover effects were seen with regard to border controls: the decon-
struction of the Iron Curtain on the Hungarian-Soviet border was mirrored at the
Hungarian-Austrian frontier and, subsequently, the opening of the border for East
German refugees. While Hungary had joined the UN Convention on Refugees in
order to accept Magyars fleeing from Romania, Budapest applied the stipulations
to East Germans as well.

Spillover effects triggered not only reforms, but also unrest: The Hungarian
demonstrations in solidarity with the Transylvanian Hungarian minority contrib-
uted to the revolution in Budapest; in a similar fashion, the presence of East Ger-
man refugees in Czechoslovakia helped inspire the “Velvet Revolution” in Prague.
Added to these triggers were the demonstration effect and copying the round table

0 Multicandidate elections (with the list controlled by the Communist Party) had been permitted
in countries like Poland and Hungary on the local level since the late 1950s—60s. Alex Pravda,
“Elections in Communist Party States,” in Stephen White and Daniel Nelson, eds., Communist
Politics: A Reader (New York: New York University Press, 1986), 27-54. On Hungary, Hans-
Georg Heinrich, Hungary: Politics, Economics, and Society (London: Pinter, 1986), 65-72.
Michael Gehler, “Die Umsturzbewegungen 1989 in Mittel- und Osteuropa,” Aus Politik und
Zeitgeschichte, no. 41-42 (2004): 36-46. Cf. Andreas Oplatka, Der erste Riss in der Mauer.
September 1989—Ungarn dffnet die Grenze (Vienna: Paul Zsolnay, 2009).
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model; Hungary, the GDR, Czechoslovakia and Bulgaria followed the Polish ex-
ample of negotiations between the communists and non-communist forces.” The
emerging transnational dynamic was reflected in assessments by people on the
ground: When in September 1989, after state communism had ended in Poland, a
Czechoslovak citizen went to a street festival there, she was greeted by a Pole with
the words: “Oh, you are from Czechoslovakia! Don’t worry, communism will fall
there too!””* Mark Kramer has discovered that transnational spillovers were facil-
itated by the intensity of relations within the Eastern bloc.” While in 198688 re-
form impulses mainly came from the USSR (the Hungarian example still had not
experienced any visible consequences), in 1989 the direction of spillovers started
to change. From then they were mainly oriented from Central Europe toward the
Soviet Union. After East European “fraternal” parties had given up their monopo-
ly, the CPSU followed suit in 1990.

While the Soviet role before and in 1989 cannot be overestimated and Gor-
bachev became the “hero of retreat” (Hans Magnus Enzensberger),” Western be-
havior has been much less in the limelight. The peak of the Cold War in the early
1980s had contributed to differentiating between Western leaders who advocated
continuing cooperation with communist governments and those who felt it nec-
essary to increase support for opposition groups and demand the observation of
human rights.”® With regard to Western action and reaction, historians have not
yet concurred whether this was conducive to the dismantling of communism at all
and, if so, how and to what extent.

Many will agree that among Western leaders, “no person [did] more for the 1989
revolutions than the pope.””” The election of a Polish pontiff had certainly galva-
nized Catholics in his homeland. To obtain permission to visit Poland, John Paul II,
who had been identified by the KGB as a “danger” to Soviet rule, had been forced
to agree not to criticize communism. This dovetailed with pleas by the Curia and the
Polish primate, who had advocated moderation so that the status quo of Polish Cath-
olics would not be endangered. In the final address of his 1979 trip to Poland, Karol
Wojtyta told the largest public gathering ever held in this country: “I have come to
2 Jerzy Holzer, “Der Runde Tisch: Internationale Geschichte eines politischen Mobels,” in Bernd
Florath, ed., Das Revolutionsjahr 1989: Die demokratische Revolution in Osteuropa als eine
transnationale Zdisur (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2011), 225-232.
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you to talk about the dignity of man.””® By addressing not only human rights but also
values such as honesty, solidarity and empathy, the pope inspired people who were
appalled by widespread dishonesty, corruption and oppression.”

While the pope had the advantage of being allowed to speak to the masses,
even if in philosophical language, other measures in support of oppositional
groups behind the Iron Curtain had to be implemented covertly. Under the Car-
ter administration, the CIA had started secretly to support Solidarnos¢. However,
when the Agency discovered communist preparations for the implementation of
martial law, it did nothing to warn the opposition.*

The Western responses to perestroika were ambivalent: While many agreed
with Margaret Thatcher’s assessment that “We are not in a Cold War now,” Sec-
retary of Defense Richard Cheney was no less correct in stating that Gorbachev’s
“new thinking” “may be a temporary aberration” in Soviet behavior only.?! US
presidents Ronald Reagan and George H.W. Bush walked a middle line in wel-
coming perestroika and striking disarmament deals, at the same time taking the
“new thinking” at its word by calling on Gorbachev to “tear down” the Berlin
Wall (1987) and to allow a “Europe whole and free” (1989).

The Cold War had emerged, for the most part, as a struggle over the fate of
Eastern Europe, whose Sovietization at the hands of Stalin would be one of the
foremost triggers for this global conflict. It was thus logical that it would be
brought to an end over this part of the continent as well. As of today, the end
of the Cold War®* has eclipsed the issue of Western involvement in the revo-
lutions of 1989%—with the exception of the post-November developments in

8 Sebestyen, Revolution, 22-27, 46-47.

7 Agostino Giovanogli, “Karol Wojtyla and the End of the Cold War,” in Silvio Pons and Federico
Romero, eds., Reinterpreting the End of the Cold War: Issues, Interpretations, Periodizations
(London: Frank Cass, 2005), 82—89; Bernd Schéfer, “The Catholic Church and the Cold War’s
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rie-Pierre Rey, N. Piers Ludlow, and Leopoldo Nuti, eds., Europe and the End of the Cold War:
A Reappraisal (London: Routledge, 2008), 64—77.

80 Sebestyen, Revolution, 53, 100-2.

81 Jeffrey A. Engel, “1989: An Introduction to an International History,” in idem ed., The Fall of the
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the GDR. While many analysts have explained this with an underestimation of
Eastern unrest by Western observers, noninterference may also be seen as having
been a deliberate strategy to make the changes easier to swallow for the USSR.
Whether “Washington got it right because it got it wrong™** or because it as-
sessed the situation correctly will continue to be debated. It seems that both long-
term strategic aims, as they are analyzed by Philip Zelikow, as well as President
Bush’s short-term reaction “not to jump on the Wall” once it had been opened
contributed to the peaceful yet fundamental changes. Norman M. Naimark sup-
poses that the superpowers’ main achievements in 1989 are “what they did not
do rather than what they did.” This may certainly be true, given the outcome
a more heavy-handed Soviet or US reaction might have triggered. While Gor-
bachev struggled to combine liberalization in Central Europe with upholding the
Warsaw Treaty Organization (at least until 1995 when his advisors expected the
“elimination of the military structures of the two blocs™® and their merger in a
security system comprising Europe, the USSR, and Northern America), he stuck
to his policy of noninterference and nonviolence. The Reagan and Bush admin-
istrations, which were anxious to keep him in power, showed restraint while not
forgetting long-term goals of dismantling communism and fostering Western de-
mocracy. Neither was a “superpower condominium” over Eastern Europe agreed
upon, nor were the non-communist groups and new governments abandoned.
In the face of the communist crisis, both sides earned respect for displaying
remarkable ability to handle potentially explosive situations in a sensitive and
responsible way.

Facing the upheavals of 1989, the smaller Western states shared the US goal
of not destabilizing Gorbachev’s position. Since her first meeting with the Soviet
leader, British prime minister Margaret Thatcher had advocated “doing business”
with him and had done a lot to convince the US president of her approach. In a
conversation with Gorbachev on 23 September 1989, the “Iron Lady” character-
ized the Soviet leader’s position as being “in favor of each country’s choosing
its own road of development so long as the Warsaw Treaty is intact.”®® Zbigniew
Brzezinski, the former US security advisor, in 1989 even went as far as advocating
Poland and Hungary remaining within the Warsaw Treaty Organization.’” This
was a widespread position among Western leaders, whose highest priority was not

8 Timothy Garton Ash, “1989!,” The New York Review of Books, 5 November 2009.

8 William Taubman and Svetlana Savranskaya, “If a Wall Fell in Berlin and Moscow Hardly No-
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Revolutionary Legacy of 1989 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 69-95, 80.

8 Conversation Gorbachev with Thatcher, Soviet protocol, 23 September 1989, in Svetlana
Savranskaya, Thomas Blanton, and Vladislav Zubok, eds., Masterpieces of History: The Peace-
ful End of the Cold War in Europe 1989 (Budapest: Central European University Press, 2010),
530-32, 531.
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to rock Gorbachev’s boat or endanger the negotiations on the reduction of con-
ventional forces in Europe. The tendency of many Western leaders toward at least
temporarily upholding the international status quo was also visible with regard
to the Baltic struggle for independence.®® In contrast, even reform communists in
1989, and still more so the newly elected non-communist leaders of the Central
European countries in 1990 voiced their interest in having the Soviet troops and
nuclear weapons withdrawn from their soil, and, in 1991, in burying the Warsaw
Pact altogether.

In international politics, the East European revolutions were soon overshad-
owed by the German Question, which rapidly gained urgency after the fall of the
Berlin Wall. While West German chancellor Helmut Kohl embraced the oppor-
tunity for achieving the goal of two generations of Germans and President Bush
told Gorbachev that no one could “expect us [i.e. the United States] not to approve
of German reunification,”® Margaret Thatcher and, to a lesser extent, Frangois
Mitterrand feared the consequences of a possible German reunification. Howev-
er, in contrast to the British prime minister, who furiously raised her handbag
against that solution, the French president expected the Kremlin to do everything
necessary for blocking it.” Historian Jeffrey Engel has stressed how much per-
sonality mattered in shaping the various international responses to 1989. This co-
incides with the conclusions of Klaus Larres who, in explaining Thatcher’s rigid
anti-German attitude, draws attention to her experiences as a child during the Ger-
man air attacks on Britain in World War II. As a consequence of her intransigence,
the prime minister was increasingly isolated from the more balanced approach of
the Foreign Office.” In contrast the French president and the prime minister of
Italy were, as Georges Saunier and Antonio Varsori underline, flexible enough to
use their acquiescence with German reunification for tying it to European inte-
gration. It remains to be seen whether Mitterrand’s earlier signals for upholding
the GDR and blocking a quick unification process represented his true intentions,
initiatives for sounding out the situation, or for appeasing Gorbachev.** In read-
ing Gorbachev’s conversations it appears that many European leaders shared the

8 Kristina Spohr Readman, Germany and the Baltic Problem after the Cold War: The Develop-
ment of a new Ostpolitik, 1989-2000 (London: Routledge, 2004).
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intention of finding common ground with him—even at the cost of disavowing
their own declarations in support of German unification. Yet, since Italian public
opinion seemed to embrace reunification, the Italian government gave up resis-
tance even quicker than did the French. The Austrian government, which had, as
Arnold Suppan notes, intensified its relations with the East European states since
the 1950s and closely monitored the dissident movement, was nevertheless taken
by surprise in 1989. Michael Gehler stresses that, due to contradictions between
the ruling parties, the governing coalition took a long time to make up its mind
about how to react to the challenges of 1989.%

It was the Soviet leader who had to travel the longest road to make the reuni-
fication possible, taking the hurdles of approving the opening of the Berlin Wall,
then consenting with self-determination regarding possible unification and final-
ly, with a free choice of alliances. Wolfgang Mueller’s chapter demonstrates that
the Soviet leadership communicated acceptance of German reunification earlier
than hitherto thought, namely on 20 January 1990, in a conversation between
the Soviet and the East German foreign ministers. The 1989 revolution and the
German reunification process merged into a highly complex situation, depicted
by Alexander von Plato, that was characterized by the interaction of the upheaval
and power struggle within the GDR, West German offers to help if the SED gave
up its political monopoly, and external interference from the four powers as well
as neighboring states.” The dynamic of the unrest in and exodus from the “Ger-
man Demonstrating Republic” as well as this country’s approaching bankruptcy
increased the time pressure for the actors involved, a time pressure that was used
by the West German government to capture the initiative for reunification. To
make things even more complicated, the Soviet leader’s attention was increasing-
ly distracted by the worsening economic crisis in his own country and the Baltic
struggle for independence.

Context and aftermath

The East European revolutions of 1989 and their peaceful resolution were
facilitated by a geopolitical sea change between the East and West that led to
substantial changes in the global political architecture. Archie Brown has con-

% Prior to the forming of the coalition government in 1986, contradictions between the two parties
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vincingly argued that the East European revolutions were not part of what Sam-
uel Huntington has labeled the global “third wave” of democratization, which
started with the end of the military dictatorship in Portugal in 1974 and continued
on to Greece, Spain, Latin America and East Asia.”® As interconnections between
these revolutions on one hand and the end of state communism in Eastern Europe
on the other are “marginal” or even “non-existent,” Brown sees the latter rather
as a distinct phenomenon, a fourth wave.”® In contrast, all East European revolu-
tions constituted an interconnected whole, which was affected by the changes in
the Soviet Union. While the longing for “Europeanization” (be it a “normal” way
of life in a liberal consumer society or, more concretely, the perspective of join-
ing the European Community) loomed large in the East European states, the el-
ement of “marketization” was virtually absent in the southern countries where
market economies already existed.

The years 1989-92 saw the collapse of not only a dozen communist and cli-
ent regimes worldwide from East Berlin to Ulan Bator, Kabul, and Addis Ababa.
Fred Halliday has also pointed to 1989’s repercussions in “over a dozen other
countries, located mainly in Southern Africa and Latin America, that had, with
varying degrees of plausibility, justified their authoritarian systems by reference
to the threat of ‘international’ communism.”’ With regard to the end of apartheid
in South Africa, this relationship is often stressed. As Arne Westad reminds us,
neither the Cold War nor the revolution of 1989 was simply a European affair.
While, however, the Cold War had emerged primarily on this continent, it is less
clear what the legacy of 1989 for the rest of the world will be.”® Recent volumes by
Steven Saxonberg and Martin Dimitrov try to explain why the communist regimes
only collapsed in Soviet client states, but not in the People’s Republic of China,
Vietnam, Laos, North Korea, and Cuba—if they can be called communist at all.*”
They have pointed to the latter regimes’ avoidance of combining economic with

% Samuel P. Huntington, The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late Twentieth Century (Nor-

man: University of Oklahoma Press, 1991); the first wave having taken place from 18261926,

the second from 1943-62. For the events in Latin America and Eastern Europe in parallel, see

Erhard Stackl, 1989: Sturz der Diktaturen (Vienna: Czernin, 2009).

Archie Brown, Seven Years that Changed the World: Perestroika in Perspective (Oxford: Ox-

ford University Press, 2007), 216-22, quote on 217.

7 Fred Halliday, “Third World Socialism: 1989 and After,” in George Lawson, Chris Armbruster,
and Michael Cox, eds., The Global 1989: Continuity and Change in World Politics (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press 2010), 112— 34, 113.

% Odd Arne Westad, “Conclusion: Was there a Global 1989?,” in George Lawson, Chris Armbrust-
er, and Michael Cox, eds., The Global 1989: Continuity and Change in World Politics (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press 2010), 271-81; idem, The Global Cold War: Third World
Intervention and the Making of Our Times (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000).

9 Martin K. Dimitrov, ed., Why Communism Did Not Collapse: Understanding Authoritarian Re-
gime Resilience in Asia and Europe (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014). Cf. Ste-
ven Saxonberg, Transitions and Non-Transitions from Communism: Regime Survival in China,
Cuba, North Korea and Vietnam (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012).

96



26 Wolfgang Mueller

political reforms, their preservation of central tenets of their ideological claims
and their reliance on nationalism and repression as stabilizing tools.!%

Historian Pierre Grosser is certainly correct in stating that 1989 was unique not
only in the geographical range of “world historical” events, but also with regard
to the spectrum of developments it brought to the fore. These comprise the end
of the Cold War, victories of freedom and pluralism in certain parts of the world
and their suppression in others, the triumph of economic liberalism, and the re-
emergence of nationalism and Islamism.!”' The end of the Cold War opened many
eyes for challenges that had hitherto been dwarfed by the East-West conflict; after
a brief euphoria, concern about growing unpredictability appeared.'” However,
although 1989 changed many things, continuity with the pre-1989 world (e.g.
with regard to elites) and in some cases even the return to pre-1914 patterns (in
international and economic thinking) are significant.!® In contrast to widespread
talk in the 1980s about the near end of the nation-state in Western Europe, a reaf-
firmation of national sovereignty in East-Central Europe was seen after forty years
of Soviet control following1989.!%

Whereas the revolutions of 1989 succeeded in reaching their most important
aim of disbanding state communism and permitting citizens to try to shape their
own destinies, the success of the following transition to democracy, stability and
prosperity is not yet entirely clear. Charles Maier has argued that the disappoint-
ment marking many judgements about the developments in the decade after 1989
was, for the most part, unmerited and mostly stimulated by exaggerated expecta-
tions.'” Some authors were optimistic that a quick world-wide transition to de-
mocracy and its sustaining could be achieved. This hope, as was aptly reflected in
political scientist Francis Fukuyama’s expectation of the End of History,' turned
out to be elusive. At the other end of the spectrum stands Ralf Dahrendorf, who
warned of a return of ethnic hatred and fascism, which he considered the greatest
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risk after the revolutions.!” The war in Yugoslavia confirmed some of these ex-
pectations. Former dissident Adam Michnik belonged to those who tried to mod-
erate these fears by arguing that achieving democratic normalcy was already a
great success: “Democracy is gray [...] That is why we say gray is beautiful.”!%
Democracy still is, and will perhaps always be, endangered—not only in for-
merly communist countries, but globally and also in the “old” West. It needs
to be regained every day. While in Central Asia, Russia and Belarus authori-
tarian regimes have emerged with old or new faces, in Western societies, as a
consequence of economic neo-liberalism, unequal distribution of wealth and
the economic precariousness of many citizens’ lives are described by many as
threatening the essence of democratic participation and decision making.'” That
consumption serves as the main factor of political legitimization is perhaps one
of the most visible continuities between late communist and postcommunist po-
litical discourses.!"® De-politization, consumerization and entertainmentalization
of public life are mirrored by sinking political participation. The dogma of in-
dividualism has contributed not only to personal lives becoming less predict-
able, but also to social and political disintegration.'"! The same holds true for the
emergence of parallel societies that harbor preferences at variance with Western
political and social principles. In the former communist countries, the post-1989
recession, growing unemployment, inflation and changes in the welfare systems
have contributed to disappointment and rising inequality, as analyzed by Dieter
Segert. Liberal reforms were followed by an economic meltdown; by 1992, the
GDP of Central Europe had shrunk to 77 percent from that of 1989. Between
1989 and 1995, the percentage of people living in relative poverty (earning less
than 35-45 percent of the average) rose, e.g., from 14 to 54 percent in Bulgaria,
from 4 to 35 percent in the Czech Republic, 10 to 30 percent in Hungary, 25 to
44 percent in Poland, and 34 to 52 percent in Romania.''? In 2005 a recovery was
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noted, with growth rates of about 4 percent in the Central European countries,
which, in terms of their average citizens’ standard of living still lag behind West-
ern Europe.

Voters have reacted with disappointment, volatility and, after a brief high, de-
creasing political participation. In Poland, Hungary, Bulgaria, and Lithuania the
former (reformed) communist parties were elected back into power in 1993-94.
As the cases of Poland, the Czech Republic, Romania, and Russia illustrate, con-
spiracy theories with regard to what happened in and after the revolutions of 1989
loom large in public discourse. The West European Left came out of 1989-90 with
its subsequent triumph of market liberalism certainly equally disoriented, with
many of central tenets shattered.'” The rise of nationalism, as reflected in the wars
in Yugoslavia, Horst Méller reminds us, has added to insecurity.

Despite these flaws of the 1990s and 2000s, most of which are rather global
than specific postcommunist phenomena, in 2009 Ann Applebaum has drawn the
following balance:

Some truly awful things did happen: In Yugoslavia there was a bitter war. In Russia, revanchism
has returned. Authoritarian dictators run several of the former Soviet republics. But the heart of
Central Europe—Germany, Poland, Hungary, Slovakia, the Czech Republic, the Baltic states,
Romania and Bulgaria—is peaceful and democratic. More than that: The inhabitants of Central
Europe are healthier, more prosperous and more integrated with the rest of the continent than
they have been for centuries.'

One might add that their countries are more observant of human rights and
transparency than other former parts of the Soviet empire. However, political
instability and the rise of populist or authoritarian tendencies bedevil some of
their states as well.

While only a few countries resorted to juridical means for dealing with their
communist past, most of them, even Russia, the focus of Mikhail Prozumensh-
chikov’s case study, opened their communist-era archives at least partially. What
started as part of the political struggle over glasnost and perestroika has since
enabled historians and social scientist to better understand communism.

Indeed, the transformations were—given the systematic violation of social
processes in the state communist societies—remarkably smooth. European and
transatlantic integration, as analyzed by Stanley R. Sloan and John O’Brennan,
have certainly contributed to safeguarding this development.''® Sloan stresses that
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the Central European states’ integration into NATO happened primarily because
of their own, and not Western, initiative. Recent research and Gorbachev himself
have refuted that Western non-enlargement pledges with regard to Central Europe
ever existed.!'® Although the main instruments of Soviet control over Eastern Eu-
rope, the Warsaw Pact, and the Council of Mutual Economic Assistance were dis-
solved in 1991 as was the USSR, and although the Russian Army was withdrawn
by 1994, protection against Russian pressure—as reflected by imperialist rum-
blings from Russia, the political use of economic dependence on Russian energy,
and Russian involvement in the disintegration of neighboring states such as Geor-
gia, Ukraine, and Moldova—is still an overwhelming reason for legitimization of
the alliance among newcomers,. The West had no justification for denying them
entry into Western organizations and was interested in stabilizing these countries.
The “Europeanization” of the former “people’s democracies,” one of the goals of
1989, seems to have been achieved. Almost overnight, Eastern Europe, which for
forty years had been “excluded from West European developments but [...] not
fully incorporated in the USSR,”"” became East-Central Europe.'"® Yet, the con-
sequences for Europe as a whole are at hand: Peter Graf Kielmansegg has argued
that 1989 was, albeit limited to the East, a truly European revolution insofar as it
reconstituted the continent.'"”

The revolutions of 1989 played an important part in making all this possible.
The vast majority of the involved actors—from opposition groups and external
actors to many communist leaders, above all Mikhail Gorbachev—managed to
avoid widespread violence. Despite the flaws of the transition, their success in
spreading Western political and economic structures and lifestyle as well as cre-
ating more open and freer societies is unquestionable. The “colored revolutions”
of the early 2000s from Ukraine (where the opposition chose the same color as
Polish dissident groups of 1989) to Central Asia and back to Ukraine demonstrate
that their legacy lives on.'?
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Nonetheless, in many postcommunist societies, the memory of the revolutions
is still contested between political parties and groups, as Liliana Deyanova il-
lustrates with the example of Bulgaria. This is a general phenomenon: The rev-
olutions of 1989 still mean different things to different people.'*! To some they
signify the end of a “good old age” of modest economic security, a plot for under-
mining a powerful empire, the “greatest catastrophe of the twentieth century,” or
the beginning of a new and in fact strange type of “(n)ostalgia.”'?? In some cases,
they will be considered missed opportunities for achieving something better than
was in the end implemented. To many others the revolutions of 1989 are and will
always remain a “triumph of civic dignity and political morality over ideological
monism, bureaucratic cynicism and police dictatorship.”'* It will be the task of
future generations not to let them fall under the “veil of moral ambiguity.”!?*
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ANDREI GRACHEV

GORBACHEYV AND THE
“NEW POLITICAL THINKING”

The radical shift of Soviet foreign policy at the end of the 1980s and the sub-
sequent chain of events that eventually led to the end of the Cold War are justly
associated with the name Mikhail Gorbachev. Those who praise him (mostly
abroad), like those who curse him (mostly in his own country), may disagree on
many subjects, but nearly all recognize the significance of the changes he man-
aged to bring about in the international political arena.

To explain the extraordinary results of his undertakings, one might cite his
strategic vision, his tactical skill, his intellectual courage and his strong political
will. And yet the principal lever which allowed him to “move the world” (to use
as a metaphor the famous remark of Archimedes) was what he called the philos-
ophy of “new political thinking,” which became the foundation of his foreign
policy achievements.

To avoid simplification we should not interpret the concept of “new political
thinking” as a ready-made set of rules and principles carved into tablets that
Gorbachev brought with him when he entered the office of the general secretary
in March 1985. Analysts still debate today: Was it a utopian project unconnected
from the divisive realities of the world and established traditions of international
and interstate relations, or was it just a cover-up for a mandatory strategic retreat
of the over-stretched Soviet empire, which was facing the impending terminal
crisis of the world communist project? Was the “new political thinking” of Gor-
bachev dictated by his vision of the controversial but promising reality of an
interdependent world, or, as believed by Robert Gates, at the time director of the
CIA, was it motivated by the Soviet leaders’ “need for breathing space”'to save
the obsolete system? If seen in this light, the “new political thinking” was mere-
ly imposed on Gorbachev by the Soviet Union’s defeat in the historic competition
with its historic rival—the West—which then would have been the true driving
force and secret godfather of the new Soviet foreign policy.

At the same time two important aspects of the subject have been ignored. First,
the perception that for Gorbacheyv, establishing cooperative relations between the
USSR and the outside world represented an integral part of a much broader proj-
ect: the democratic transformation of the Soviet political system.?And second, the

! James A. Baker III and Thomas M. DeFrank, The Politics of Diplomacy: Revolution, War and
Peace, 1989—1992 (New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1995), 157.
2 Author’s interview with Aleksandr Yakovlev, 16 August 1999.
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evolution of both the future protagonist of the “new political thinking” and the
real contents of this formula.

In contrast to Gates, the Soviet theorists and practitioners of the “new think-
ing” considered it a home-grown product, conditioned mostly by internal prob-
lems. If they referred to Western sources of influence and inspiration, they men-
tioned first of all ideas found in the Russell-Einstein Manifesto, the reports of
the Palme Commission or the Club of Rome, or similar appeals calling for an end
to the absurd logic of nuclear confrontation and demanding that the attention of
world politics be turned to the global problems and challenges facing the human
species. Moreover, if they admitted that the West was indeed effectively influ-
encing developments in Soviet policy, it was not a question of military threats or
politics of “containment,” but rather the example of successful economic devel-
opment along with the attractiveness of ideas about political freedom, both fea-
tures that were becoming, in fact, important factors in the internal evolution of
Soviet society. Gorbachev himself, when speaking about the roots of “new think-
ing,” did not hesitate to mention Albert Einstein or Bertrand Russell as being
among those whose ideas influenced his intellectual evolution.’

The “old thinking” and the emergence of “new thinkers”

Before we analyze the factors that might explain the appearance of the “new
political thinking” in the corridors of the Kremlin with the arrival of Gorbachev, I
would like to say a few words about the “old political thinking,” which on a num-
ber of occasions at the beginning of the 1980s brought the confrontation between
the Soviet Union and the West (above all the United States) to the brink of a third
world conflict. Here again, if the Soviet leadership of the Brezhnev era had re-
mained hostage to anti-Western complexes, convinced by its own propaganda about
the “aggressive nature of imperialism” and its intention to resort to military force
to destroy the socialist community, the ideological wrapping was less an explanation
than a cover. There were strong political and corporate internal motives for adopt-
ing this line, since the Soviet regime used the bugaboo of the “external threat” as
an indispensable psychological tool to support the totalitarian system.

This perverse expression of the survival instinct by a dying system pushed the
Soviet leadership to finance its “family” of clients in Asia, Africa and Latin
America, despite the tremendous cost of economic and military support already
being provided to the other “socialist countries” and “progressive” regimes. The
imperial foreign policy pursued by an ailing leadership that was totally cut off
from the reality of the country inspired not only a rise in symbolic protest acts
by political dissidents, but it also provoked concern and even resentment within
the Soviet political elite. Seeing Soviet foreign policy evolving in an expansion-

3 Author’s interview with Mikhail Gorbachev, 28 April 1999.
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ist direction, a sort of “communist imperialism,” many regime members were
troubled by its apparent drift toward neo-Stalinist positions in domestic policy.
The deepening international isolation of the Soviet Union destroyed their last
hopes for a modernization of the country’s economy, while the widening gap
separating the country from the Western world meant the chance for a democrat-
ic renovation of the system would be postponed indefinitely.

Views of this kind, despite being shared by only a tiny fraction of the political
elite, reflected the emergence of a kind of alternative political culture distinct
from the official line. Although seldom overtly, a growing number of members
of the Soviet political establishment were ready to question the traditional ideo-
logical approach to foreign policy.

After several assertive moves of the Soviet leadership on the world scene (the
invasion of Afghanistan and the deployment of the new Soviet SS-20 missiles,
which provoked the arrival of the US Pershing II and cruise missiles to Western
Europe), the representatives of this alternative thinking were joined by prominent
figures from the official Soviet scientific nomenklatura—the directors and leading
experts of prestigious academic institutes who had direct access to the highest
levels of the political hierarchy. Some of them served as speechwriters for Brezh-
nev and Andropov and later formed the basis of Gorbachev’s intellectual reserve.

Without challenging the basic goal-—consolidation of the Soviet state’s posi-
tion in its historic dispute with the capitalist world—at that time many experts,
particularly those who were directly associated with the ruling elite, sincerely
believed that Soviet socialism could become “competitive” on the international
scene once it had been reformed, modernized and democratized. It would then,
in order to assure its own survival, no longer be obliged to depend on coercion
and repression inside the country, or need to use military threats as a tool in its
foreign relations. Alongside the critical judgment of these professionals, such
feelings of frustration were also reflected in the civic reaction of an important
segment of the Soviet educated class. “The ranks of the (future) new thinkers,”
rightly remarks Robert D. English in his study Russia and the Idea of the West,
“were not limited to a narrow group of security specialists but comprised a broad
cohort of social and natural scientists, students of culture and the humanities,
ranging from academics to apparatchiki.”*

Despite the fact that they were classified, the practical effect of the position
papers prepared by these institutes and submitted to senior political leaders was
little. This situation reduced the role of academic advisers to the status of mar-
ginal lobbyists, who could only seek to limit the damage of decisions they con-
sidered counterproductive. The situation began to change only when Mikhail
Gorbachev became a member of the Politburo in 1979. Gorbachev regularly
started to invite academics to his office in the Central Committee to brief him on

4 Robert D. English, Russia and the Idea of the West: Gorbachev, Intellectuals, and the End of
Cold War (New York: Columbia University Press, 2000), 5.
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matters related to foreign policy, the world economy or the Soviet strategic situ-
ation, trying to build a sort of informal intellectual “think-tank” which hypothet-
ically, in the future, could play the role of his “shadow” advisory cabinet.

By the beginning of the 1980s it had become clear for many that the course
of superpower arrogance had left the USSR isolated and led its foreign policy
into a blind alley. Yet it would be a serious exaggeration to describe most of the
liberal-minded members of the Soviet elite as “Western-orientated.” Few of them
were prepared to admit that the source of their daily problems lay in the general
inefficiency of the prevailing system. For the majority, the only acceptable ex-
planation for the continuous deterioration of the economic situation of the coun-
try and of its evident backwardness in comparison to the prosperous Western
world was the huge amount of Soviet defense spending. Without this, they be-
lieved, the system would be quite competitive on the international scene. Accord-
ing to Yevgenii Primakov, until 1985 director of the Institute of Oriental Studies
of the Soviet Academy of Sciences, many of his colleagues shared his wish to
put an end to the arms race, “not because they assumed it would be impossible
for the Soviet economy to keep up with the United States in this competition, but
simply in the hope of making better use of the national wealth.”

Belonging, on the whole, to the new generation of the Party nomenklatura and
too young to have taken part in the war, they did not suffer from the “1941 syn-
drome” and consequently did not share the complexes of older generations ob-
sessed with the fear of an invasion from without. For this reason, psychological-
ly they were not ready to pay any price whatsoever to protect their country against
a threat they considered quite hypothetical.

Whatever their motivation, a considerable number of these foreign policy
experts did not expect to witness any radical changes at the top political levels
in their own lifetime. Yet although condemned to an existence of dormancy, they
constituted a sort of professional political army awaiting its leader. “We could
write a lot of memos and speeches for our leaders that stated all these [new
thinking] points, but it didn’t matter until a leader appeared in the general secre-
tary’s chair who had come with these ideas beforehand,” noted Georgii Shakhnaza-
rov, a political scientist and, later, deputy head of the Central Committee’s Inter-
national Department and an advisor to Gorbachev.®

Gorbachev reaches power

When Mikhail Gorbachev reached the position of supreme power in the So-
viet Union, he was competent in dealing with domestic politics but virtually
unprepared when it came to handling international affairs. Two specific areas of

5 Author’s interview with Yevgenii Primakov, 17 February 2000.
¢ Author’s interview with Georgii Shakhnazarov, 30 March 1998.
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international relations were part of Gorbachev’s daily concerns, both closely re-
lated to the internal situation of the country: the economic burden of the arms
race and the war in Afghanistan. Both issues threatened to hold back the radical
internal reforms he was planning.

According to the recollections of Anatolii Chernyaev, in the hours following
his election to the post of general secretary, Gorbachev noted several major for-
eign policy issues on a sheet of paper: “stop the arms race, withdraw troops from
Afghanistan, change the spirit of the relationship with the US, restore cooperation
with China.”” In a later interview, Gorbachev confirmed this set of priorities,
placing particular stress on the necessity of stopping the arms race: “without that,
any plans for perestroika would have had to remain in the realm of fiction.”

It is not at all surprising that Gorbachev’s first foreign policy agenda could be
summed up in a few lines on a sheet of paper. At that time, Gorbachev’s vision
of desired change in the Soviet Union’s relations with the West was limited to a
general and vague set of intentions. The philosophy of the “new thinking” had
not yet been drafted and even its vocabulary did not yet exist.

The new general secretary was impatient to start reducing the burden of the
arms race, to begin the withdrawal of Soviet troops from Afghanistan, and to draw
Western capital into the Soviet economy in order to provide the necessary finan-
cial assistance for his political reforms. Yet he could not start moving ahead in
any of these directions without a qualitative shift in his relations with his Western
partners. In July 1985 Gorbachev managed to solve the delicate problem of re-
placing Andrei Gromyko, who had occupied the post of foreign minister since
1957. Gorbachev’s unexpected choice of Eduard Shevardnadze—someone os-
tensibly competent in any sphere of party or state activities except diplomacy—
was proof of his determination to recruit a foreign minister who would undertake
no policy other than that of the general secretary.

Next came the first trial for Gorbachev’s exercise in great power diplomacy—
his first meeting with Ronald Reagan during the US—Soviet summit in Geneva
in November 1985. Despite the fact that the two leaders succeeded in establishing
good personal relations, the final outcome of the Geneva summit did not live up
to Gorbachev’s initial hopes: achieving a qualitative breakthrough in Moscow’s
relations with the West. Nevertheless, it caused the Soviet leader to dismiss his
illusion that ending the Cold War would be an easy enterprise, in which merely
his statement of best intentions would be enough. He was also forced to accept
the fact that exposing the absurdity of the arms race (as he did when talking to
Margaret Thatcher, the British prime minister, in December 1984) was not enough
to bring it to an end, and that the barrier of mistrust separating East and West was
probably even more solid than the Iron Curtain dividing Europe. He began to

7 Author’s interview with Anatolii Chernyaev, 10 September 1998.

8 Author’s interview with Mikhail Gorbachev, 28 April 1999.
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realize that a real breakthrough in the Soviet Union’s relations with its Western
partners would demand a major, long-term strategy.

As a result of the Geneva summit, Gorbachev also reached another important
conclusion: he understood that establishing a new type of East-West relations
implied not only a new level in the exchange of information about the other side’s
intentions, but also the need for internal political guarantees supporting official
policy statements. It thus became clear for Gorbachev that there was an unavoid-
able interconnection between the new image he sought for Soviet foreign policy
and the internal reforms he was planning to undertake within the country. This
connection between the internal and external aspects of his reform plan could not
be reduced merely to synchronizing his actions in the two spheres; rather it was
a question of an organic political relationship that implied major revising of the
established model of Soviet foreign policy.

The two key individuals who helped Gorbachev shape the new foreign policy
line in the first months of 1986 were Aleksandr Yakovlev and Anatolii Chernyaev.
The former was charged by Gorbachev to prepare the foreign policy section of
his political report for the twenty-seventh party congress. The latter, who became
Gorbachev’s foreign policy aide on 1 February, prepared the draft of Gorbachev’s
speech at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in May 1986—an event that Gorbachev
himself characterized as “a meeting that became the starting point for the full-
scale implementation of the policy of ‘new political thinking.”””

The part of the report presenting the contours of the new Soviet foreign pol-
icy, despite still being drafted in the jargon of Pravda editorials, represented a
striking contrast to the classic Bolshevik vision of the relations between the USSR
and its historic enemy—the capitalist world. For the first time since 1917, the
supreme leader of the Communist Party and Soviet state abandoned the “class
approach,” which condemned not only national societies but the entire world to
antagonistic confrontation, declaring instead “the real dialectics” of modern de-
velopment to be a combination of “the competition and struggle between the two
systems with a growing tendency for interdependence among the states forming
the world community.”!° Another important innovation of the report was its aban-
doning of what until that time had been the cornerstone of all political statements
made by the Soviet leaders from the tribune of the party congress: the promise
to do away with world imperialism and send it to the “scrap heap of history.”

Having formally abandoned the official goal of constructing an alternative world
model opposed to and hostile toward Western capitalist society, Gorbachev also
renounced the ambition of his predecessors to mobilize and launch a heterogeneous
army of the “progressive forces” against his Western rival. The new ideology of
political pragmatism was obliged to sacrifice not only the “class approach” in the

 Mikhail Gorbachev, Zhizn’i reformy, vol. 2 (Moscow: Novosti, 1995), 8.
10 Political Report of the Central Committee of the CPSU to the XXVIIth Congress of the Commu-
nist Party of the Soviet Union (Moscow: Novosti, 1986), 24. Emphasis by the author.
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Soviet Union’s relations with the West, but also the presenting of conflicts in the
Third World as an integral component of a world revolution. An apparent semantic
change introduced in the report—the replacement of the term “national liberation
movements” by the ideologically neutral “regional conflicts”—served to eliminate
the antagonistic opposition between “progressive” and “reactionary” forces, and in
this way released the Soviet Union from its historic bondage, including the obliga-
tion to support self-proclaimed “revolutionaries” across the globe. The new de-ide-
ologized presentation of conflicts in the Third World provided Soviet foreign pol-
icy with a salutary way out—inevitable setbacks in this area would no longer have
to be interpreted as U-turns in the course of history.

An apparently low-profile approach toward the immediate tasks of practical
foreign policy did not mean that the new Soviet leadership had renounced its
grand ambitions. They were associated, this time, not with the prospect of an
inevitable world revolution, but with world perestroika, which at times seems to
have taken on a messianic quality. As Gorbachev wrote in his book Perestroika
and New Political Thinking for Our Country and the World, first published in the
autumn of 1987, he viewed perestroika as a kind of a universal lever capable of
transforming not only Soviet reality but also the world situation in general. De-
claring that the “new thinking” was necessary to save the world, Gorbachev was
still convinced that it also could save the Soviet version of socialism.

The evolution of the “new thinking”

Gorbachev’s speech at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in May 1986, which
was drafted by Chernyaev, went even further than the report. It was based on
several apparently simple ideas. First, the revision of Soviet foreign policy was
meant to become an efficient instrument of a major internal political project: a
reform of the system that was necessary to assure its competitiveness on the in-
ternational scene. Second, the national security of the USSR preferably should
be assured by political means rather than by concentrating its society’s military,
economic and human resources on preparing for a highly improbable military
conflict with a potential aggressor.

It so happened that another event that occurred in the spring of 1986 marked
Gorbachev not only politically but psychologically, and influenced his evolution
as a politician with a global vision of the world—Chernobyl. Before 26 April
1986—the date of the explosion of the reactor at the nuclear power station—his
intention to propose a curb on the arms race along with a radical reduction of
nuclear weapons was mostly based on economic and security concerns. After
Chernobyl his attitude toward nuclear weapons transformed into a psychological
aversion, a moral rejection, bringing him, in this respect, closer to Reagan. The
fight for a non-nuclear world became a personal challenge.
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This should explain how the idea of speeding up the whole process of nucle-
ar disarmament emerged, disarmament that remained hostage both to the still
unsettled relations with the US administration (despite the warm handshakes and
smiles in Geneva) and the rusty machine of superpower negotiations. Thus, the
idea of the Reykjavik summit appeared. “The leitmotiv should be the liquidation
of nuclear weapons, with a political approach and not an arithmetical one pre-
vailing. [...] If Reagan does not make concessions, we shall make everything
public.” These were the terms Gorbachev used to present the design to the Po-
litburo." If they failed to reach an agreement, Gorbachev planned publicly to
put all responsibility for the lack of success on the United States, making max-
imum propaganda use of the impasse. It was in fact based on this condition that
he managed to get his colleagues in the Politburo to agree to the package of
proposals he was to bring to Reykjavik, proposals that until that time were un-
precedented.!?

The Reykjavik summit is often qualified as a “failure.” After all, the two
leaders departed without having reached a historic agreement, an agreement that
at certain moments seemed to be within the distance of a stretched hand. And
yet for Gorbachev it represented a real leap in practicing the “new thinking.”
According to Chernyaev, Gorbachev’s true rupture with the legacy of the past
came not only in his offering a true deal to the Americans, but also in his refus-
al to exploit their rejection politically, to use it for propaganda purposes, thus de
facto disregarding the mandate he had brought from Moscow.

Chernyaev considers the “failed summit” to be the crucial turning point in
the further evolution of Gorbachev’s approach not only to Soviet—-American
relations, but also to foreign policy issues in general. In his view, the main result
of the Reykjavik summit was more a question of a psychological shift in the
minds of the two superpower leaders than any concrete progress on agreements,
including the strategic arms and “euro-missile” agreements that were then signed
in the months that followed. This later progress would never have been possible
without the new level of confidence and understanding reached in the Hofdi
house.

In practice, for Gorbachev this meant unilaterally starting to apply the declared
principles of the “new thinking” in his own daily practical activity, even without
guaranteed reciprocity from his Western partners. At one of the Politburo sessions
before Reykjavik he said:

We all—myself, the Politburo and the MID [the Foreign Ministry, ed.]—should realize: if our
proposals lead to diminishing US security, we shall obtain nothing. The Americans will never

“Ustanovki Gorbacheva gruppe po podgotovke Reik’yavika,” 4 October 1986, in A. Chernyaev,
V. Medvedev, G. Shakhnazarov, eds., V Politbyuro TsK KPSS... Po zapisam Anatoliya Cherny-
aeva, Vadima Medvedeva, Georgiyva Shakhnazarova (1985-1991) (Moscow: Alpina Bizness
Buks, 2006), 72-75.
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buy it. That is why our guiding principle should be: stronger security for all through an equal
decrease of the armaments level.'

Under Gorbachev’s pressure, the Soviet General Staff reluctantly agreed to
accept the total elimination of all intermediate-range nuclear missiles, despite this
being extremely asymmetrical. Not only did the quantitative imbalance of the
INF Treaty signed in Washington in December 1987 arouse an allergic reaction
within the military lobby (the Soviet Union agreed to destroy more than twice as
many intermediate range missiles as the US),"* but also the extremely detailed
character of various oversight measures, which included unprecedented possibil-
ities of access by the other side’s inspectors to supervise every stage of the mis-
siles’ destruction.

But in its conceptual form, the ideology of the “new thinking” was publicly
presented by Gorbachev urbi et orbi a year later in his speech at the UN Gener-
al Assembly on 7 December 1988. While working on its text, Gorbachev thought
of it as an “anti-Fulton speech,” an allusion to the occasion when Churchill first
announced the existence of an “iron curtain.” He later wrote: “I wanted to show
the international community that we are entering an entirely new period of his-
tory where the former traditional principles of relations between states based on
competition and the balance of power should yield their place to cooperation and
solidarity.”!s

Gorbachev solemnly declared the Soviet leadership’s intention to respect the
“freedom of choice” for all peoples to determine their own political and econom-
ic systems, and he appealed to all members of the international community to
renounce the use of force in settling international disputes. This statement of the
new principles that would govern his country’s relations with the outside world
was accompanied by the announcement of concrete actions: deep unilateral troop
cuts (half a million soldiers) and arms reductions, along with the withdrawal of
six tank divisions from Eastern Europe. In this way Gorbachev publicly made it
crystal clear that the Brezhnev Doctrine was dead.

While this speech was headline news throughout the world, its key elements
had already been formulated by Gorbachev and formally endorsed in the summer
of 1988 at the nineteenth party conference in June—July. When addressing its
participants he was even more explicit: “A key factor in the ‘new thinking’ is the

13 “Ustanovki Gorbacheva gruppe po podgotovke Reik’yavika,” 4 October 1986, in Chernyaev,
Medvedev, Shakhnazarov, eds., V Politburo TsK KPSS, 74.

4 Within three years, by 31 May 1991, the Soviet Union and the United States had eliminated
2,692 intermediate- and shorter-range missiles with 4,000 warheads. Of these, 1,846 missiles
were liquidated by the Soviet Union: 889 intermediate-range missiles, including 654 SS-20
missiles, as well as 957 shorter-range missiles, including 239 SS-23 “Oka” missiles. During the
same period, the United States liquidated 234 Pershing-II, 443 cruise missiles and 169 Persh-
ing-I missiles. V. Medvedev, “Uroki Dogovora o likvidatsii raket srednei i men’shei dal’nosti,”
Yadernyi kontrol’ 6, no. 4 (July-August 2000): 67-74, 70.

15 Gorbachev, Zhizn’i reformy, vol. 2, 132.
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concept of freedom of choice. [...] The imposition of a social system, a way of
life or policies from outside by any means, let alone military force, are dangerous
trappings of the past.”'® He later wrote, “Having set for ourselves the course of
freedom, we could not deny it to the others.”!’

During the party conference, sensing the subversive potential of the philoso-
phy of the “new thinking,” the conservatives launched an attack against one of
its core propositions, an affirmation of the priority of “universal human values”
over “class interests.” In the end, both terms were dropped from the final text of
the “Theses” for the conference, which nevertheless kept a reference to “the
primacy of law and common human morality.” This seemingly abstract debate
over the postulates of “new thinking” barely concealed the deepening political
conflict within the Soviet leadership with regard to the general orientation of the
future reforms. Gorbachev’s speech at the UN did, in fact, become a “watershed,”
although not exactly in the sense that he had intended.

The “new thinking” and 1989

From the beginning of 1989, public debates inside the Soviet Union on ques-
tions of foreign policy ceased to be merely formal or ceremonial; they began to
acquire an importance of their own, since the new approach in foreign policy
began to affect the real interests of the Soviet nomenklatura and the military
establishment. The first signs of embarrassing new problems were related to the
unforeseen development of the situation in Eastern Europe.

In these countries, Gorbachev’s speech at the United Nations was interpreted
above all as an announcement of a historic opportunity to be seized, a confirmation
that the new Soviet leadership was in fact ready to ease its grip on this region. The
proof came not so much from Gorbachev’s formal confirmation of every people’s
sovereign “right to choose” the path of its own development, but with his announce-
ment of a future unilateral withdrawal of troops stationed in Eastern Europe.

Already in one of the first debates inside the Politburo about Moscow’s rela-
tions with the East European countries in July 1986, Gorbachev stated: “It’s
impossible to proceed as before. The methods that were applied with regard to
Czechoslovakia [in 1968] and Hungary [in 1956] are unacceptable.”'® In Novem-
ber 1986, Gorbachev convened a secret “working meeting” in Moscow for all the
leaders of the CMEA member countries, which included ten full members. The
main message that the Soviet leader wanted to convey was an advance warning—
in the future each national party and its leadership would be totally accountable

16 The All-Union 19th Party Conference, Documents and Materials (Moscow: Novosti, 1988), 37.

17" Mikhail Gorbachev, Razmyshleniya o proshlom i budushchem (Moscow: Terra, 1998), 48.

18 Politburo protocol, 3 July 1986, in Chernyaev, Medvedev, Shakhnazarov, eds., V Politburo TsK
KPSS, 53.
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to its own population. There would no longer be the possibility of relying on the
protection of the Soviet presence or military might in order to maintain power.

The famous “freedom of choice” proclaimed to be a basic tenet of the “new
thinking” philosophy, if applied to the countries of Eastern Europe, could only
mean that the “choice” of Soviet-type socialism by these countries in the after-
math of World War II was in fact reversible. Thus, the “choice” of socialism,
which until then had been presented as the fulfillment of historical destiny, was
downgraded to a conventional political question which, taken away from the
hands of history, was to be entrusted to the decisions of ordinary people.

Does this mean that Gorbachev was already prepared at this point in time to
accept all the eventual consequences this radical change of Soviet policy would
bring in a region that did, after all, represent a sphere of vital strategic interest
for the USSR? There is no definitive answer to this hypothetical question. What
is nevertheless clear is that at the moment of real choice, faced with the unex-
pected chain reaction of political turmoil in Eastern Europe largely provoked by
his own actions, Gorbachev behaved in accordance with the principles he had
formulated at a time when he still believed that he would be able to control the
course of events.

With hindsight one might remark that his quasi-religious belief in the omnipo-
tence of perestroika, a conviction that its triumph would transform not only the
Soviet Union, but also the other East European countries, in the long run did him
a disservice. It nourished a feeling of false security at the top of the Soviet polit-
ical leadership, based on the assumption that the East European allies of the USSR
had no alternative other than to follow their leader, especially one who was
pointing the way to freedom and democracy.

However, for anyone who had closely observed the internal evolution of the
East European countries during the preceding months, it was evident that the
practical implementation of the principle of “freedom of choice” in the absence
of any vigorous Soviet counteraction would result in their political defection to
the West. Whatever the explanations, the results were obvious: contrary to the
hopes or, indeed, the political calculations of Gorbachev, the dramatic political
upheaval in the East European countries, somewhat unexpectedly, marked a tran-
sition from the triumphant advance of Gorbachev’s diplomacy to a stage where
he apparently was no longer the master of the processes he had unleashed.

By the second half of 1989, Gorbachev and his team were being carried along
by the turbulent historic current they themselves had initiated. After more than
forty years of imposed subsistence in the shadow of the Soviet big brother, East-
ern Europe was waking up and, unexpectedly for Gorbachev, this led both to a
breach in his frontline facing the West and the emergence of dangerous cracks in
the monolithic wall of the Soviet people’s “internationalist” unity.

But first the other Wall had to go — the one in Berlin. Some ask whether the
Berlin Wall was torn down on 9 November following an order from Moscow or,
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to the contrary, its fall took Gorbachev totally unprepared. Both statements are
wrong. Gorbachev certainly did not choose the date “to tear down this wall,” in
response to Ronald Reagan’s appeal of several years before. He had merely dug
under its foundations, leaving it vulnerable, so that it would collapse at the first
outburst of a political storm.

Once Gorbachev delivered his speech at the United Nations renouncing the
use of force and, by implication, allowing people freely to choose their own social
system, the Wall was already doomed. By the autumn of 1989, Gorbachev’s
statement had passed convincing tests, first in Poland, with the installation in
August of a non-communist government headed by Tadeusz Mazowiecki, in
accordance with the results of free elections, and after that in September in Hun-
gary, where the opening of the Austrian border with the silent consent of Moscow,
despite the ire of Berlin, allowed thousands of GDR citizens to flee to the West.
With the removal of Honecker, several days after Gorbachev’s hurried departure
from Berlin before the end of the festivities on the occasion of the forty-year
anniversary of the GDR, the fall of the Wall became just a matter of time.

Fleeing to Moscow from the German snow-slide that he had himself provoked,
Gorbachev could not yet measure the scale of avalanche that was expecting him at
home. The example of the Eastern Europe (even more than the prospect of German
unity), which had transformed into an unexpected testing ground for the policies
of “new thinking,” became a stimulus for the national elites of the Soviet republics.
From the Karabakh enclave in the Caucasus to the national elites of the Baltic re-
publics, increasing numbers began to defiantly challenge the central power.

Gorbachev’s political opponents logically interpreted the eruption of an-
ti-Kremlin opposition at the periphery of the Soviet empire as the direct conse-
quence of replacing the Brezhnev Doctrine with the principles of “new thinking.”
Quite naturally, most were concerned that the uncontrolled developments in
Eastern Europe might be a forerunner of change that would threaten their own
status; this troubled them even more than potential threats to the geo-strategic
position of the world’s second superpower.

During the last two years of Gorbachev’s stay in power, the foreign policy of
perestroika, no longer reflecting a consensus within the political class, suddenly
intruded debates in the plenary sessions of the Central Committee. Not only
Shevardnadze, but also the general secretary himself was subjected to increasing-
ly aggressive criticism by the other members of the party leadership. The sad
irony of the situation was confirmed by the fact that when, on 10 December 1990,
the Nobel Committee announced its decision to award the Peace Prize to Gor-
bachev, he felt obliged (as in the case of the two other outstanding Nobel laureates
from the Soviet Union, Solzhenitsyn and Sakharov, although obviously for very
different reasons) to decline the invitation to go to Oslo.

With the evident breakdown of the initial consensus on foreign policy, Gor-
bachev and his foreign policy team remained determined not to swerve from their
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avowed political course, or fail to fulfill the obligations they had undertaken with
regard to their Western partners. Thus, they had to seek ways to bypass the bar-
rier of obtaining obligatory approval from the Politburo. “In 1989 when their
commitment to the deeper democratic nexus of foreign policy was challenged in
Eastern Europe the leaders of the new thinking chose principle over power. In
1991 this challenge visited the USSR itself. Gorbachev fighting resurgent Soviet
reactionaries as well as his own deep allegiance to the Union hesitated but again
chose the path of the new thinking,” writes Robert English.!

At a certain stage, Gorbachev was faced with a paradoxical situation: because
of the aggravation of internal tensions within Soviet society, the further applica-
tion of the principles of “new thinking,” instead of facilitating reforms, started to
increase their political price. In this new political environment, the initial function
of foreign policy was transformed: once Gorbachev’s political trump card and the
efficient but auxiliary instrument of internal reforms, it increasingly had become
perestroika’s last resort. At the same time, Gorbachev discovered that he could
not count very much on the support of his foreign partners.

The London meeting of the G7 in July 1991 was a final chance for Gorbachev
to strike a new strategic deal with the West. Gorbachev was then engaged in a
much larger strategic proposal to the West as a whole, an appeal to invest in
perestroika, not just politically but also economically and on a long-term basis.
Yet it turned out that in the eyes of his Western partners, having wasted his trump
cards and being overtaken by political crises at home, Gorbachev no longer pos-
sessed his previous value. In response to his request to set up a hard currency
fund to stabilize the ruble through loans to purchase consumer goods when pric-
es were freed, he merely received good wishes for success and promises of
technical assistance.

Perestroika appeared to be an exhausted project that no longer promised at-
tractive returns and therefore was no longer worth additional investment. Observ-
ing the accelerated weakening of Gorbachev’s position at home, his Western
partners quickly abandoned the projects of “castles in the air” promised by his
“new thinking,” rather than jointly answering the challenges of the future.

It was only three years since the optimistic initiator of perestroika had pro-
claimed his inspiring vision of a new world order before the General Assembly
of the United Nations, a world order based on rationality, cooperation and the
supremacy of international law. In the meantime his policy of “new thinking” had
contributed to the fall of the Berlin Wall and the destruction of the Iron Curtain,
but the boomerang of world perestroika launched by Gorbachev returned to the
Soviet capital to crush the walls of the Kremlin. Gorbachev proved to be right:
the “new political thinking” was indeed a formidable instrument for the transfor-
mation of world politics—East and West. But he had to pay for this triumph with
his resignation.

19 English, Russia, 228.
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Conclusion

In order to evaluate the footmark left by Gorbachev’s attempt to apply the
“new political thinking” on the international scene, let us try to establish a balance
sheet of his action in foreign policy. This may help answer a question that is
often asked when his name is mentioned: was this unusual politician a dilettante
statesman, an idealist, or a visionary? Or putting it in different words, was it naive
on his part to believe that by proposing new rules of the game and putting the
accent on common interests in the face of common challenges, he would be able
to transform enemies into partners?

His legacy remains impressive. After less than seven years in power, Gor-
bachev left behind him a peacefully dismantled totalitarian system in the biggest
country on the planet, and a different Russia that had become reconciled with the
rest of the world. In a way he launched the first successful “Velvet Revolution”
of the East. He encouraged the opening of the Iron Curtain that had descended
after World War II, and allowed the reunification of Germany and of Europe
after more than forty years of division. He succeeded in initiating, together with
his Western partners, a disarmament process that, for the first time in postwar
history, not only slowed down, but even turned back the arms race.

In fact, as manifested during the Malta summit, Gorbachev’s “new political
thinking” was not even very distant from President Bush’s vision of the emerging
“new world order”; both seemed to share the conviction that that a new interna-
tional order should move from a “balance of forces” to a “balance of interests,”
and that this would be achieved through the strengthening of international orga-
nizations and the gradual transfer of national sovereignty to the United Nations.

Without any doubt Gorbachev’s policies gave a powerful impetus to global-
ization. He did not hesitate to assist the birth of a new reality, however contro-
versial, with all its as yet unknown dilemmas and contradictions. And whenever
it came to a conflict between interests (including his own political survival) and
principles, he invariably chose principles.

His extraordinary experience, with its historic achievements and dramatic
setbacks, leaves us (in a world that is quite distant from his hopes) with an un-
answered question: does the concept of the “new political thinking” belong to the
past? Indeed, it seems as though it could not successfully stand the test of con-
frontation with reality. Or is it still waiting for us in the future?
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POLAND 1989: THE CONSTRAINED REVOLUTION

On the evening of 4 June 1989, the popular actress Joanna Szczepkowska
responded to a TV reporter by saying that “communism has ended in Poland.”
She was commenting on Poland’s first free and open, albeit with restrictions,
general elections after forty years of communism. In the eyes of many political-
ly engaged citizens, her words reflected the atmosphere of the day. Later the
statement became one of the most famous quotes referring to Poland’s transition.
While her statement was little more than a bonmot, the outcome of that election
has been commonly regarded as a critical historical juncture, not only by political
commentators and authors of memoirs? and popular accounts® of Poland’s transi-
tion, but also by most historians who have dealt with this period. Regardless of
whether they regard Poland’s transition as a success or failure, they all agree that
June 1989 was the decisive moment separating communist Poland from either
“democratic Poland” (the affirmative version) or “postcommunist Poland” (the
more critical version).

There is a wide consensus that the round table talks and June elections were
a cornerstone in the Polish transition to democracy, but there is much less con-

! Her famous remark can still be watched: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lgAiAKNfryg (ac-
cessed 9 July 2013).

2 Wiestaw Gornicki, Teraz juz mozna (Wroctaw: Wydawn. Dolno$laskie, 1994); Zbigniew Mess-
ner, Aleksander Perczynski, and Andrzej Zor, Kuglarze i ksiegowi (Warsaw: Polska Oficyna
Wydawnicza “BGW?”, 1993); Mieczystaw Rakowski, ed., Polska pod rzqdami PZPR (Warsaw:
Profi, 2000); Mieczystaw Rakowski, Dzienniki polityczne 1987—-1990 (Warsaw: Iskry, 2005);
Lech Watesa and Arkadiusz Rybicki, Droga do wolnosci (Warsaw: Editions Spotkania, 1991).
In Poland it has become a tradition to publish the memoirs of politicians. These memoirs gen-
erally consist in (book-length) interviews conducted by a journalist or an intellectual who is
supportive of the respondent. Questions are asked about the politician’s career, the decisions he
made, and crucial moments in history upon which he or she left their imprint. This interview is
usually recorded and then edited by the journalist. This convention, which eases a politician’s
burden of writing his or her own memoirs and enables editors to publish books a few months af-
ter an important political event, is called a “wywiad-rzeka,” which can be imperfectly translated
as “interview-stream” or “interview-river.” Such rivers of questions and answers are available
for some of the key 1989 actors: Jarostaw Kaczynski, Michat Bichniewicz, and Piotr M Rudnic-
ki, Czas na zmiany. Z Jarostawiem Kaczynskim rozmawiajq Michal Bichniewicz i Piotr M. Rud-
nicki (Warsaw: Editions Spotkania, 1992); Bronistaw Geremek, and Jacek Zakowski, Rok 1989.
Bronistaw Geremek opowiada, Jacek Zakowski pyta (Warsaw: Plejada, 1990); Pawet Smolens-
ki, Szermierze Okrqglego Stotu. Zwaqtpienia i nadzieje (Paris: Editions Spotkania, 1989); Jan
Olszewski and Ewa Polak-Patkiewicz, Prosto w oczy (Warsaw: Inicjatywa Wydawnicza ad as-
tra, 1997).
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sensus about when this transition actually started. According to the mainstream
media’s interpretation, the transition started with the round table talks and ended
with the first entirely open election in 1991. This interpretation is even reflected
in the official account of the events of the Sejm, the Lower House of Poland’s
parliament since 1989 (when the Senate was reintroduced as a second chamber).
Here the June elections are counted as the last term of the People’s Republic’s
parliament, whereas the new counting of the Third Republic starts with the 1991
election. But it is often argued that democratization started long before, especial-
ly by authors whose biographies are linked to the political and intellectual estab-
lishment of the People’s Republic. Some of the authors linked to the anticommu-
nist opposition point to the years 1980-81, when Poland experienced the emerg-
ing of the Solidarity movement, the first independent trade union movement in
the Soviet bloc.

It is not a lack of sources, but rather the lack of competition of paradigms that
is to blame for the blind spots in historical research on Poland’s transition.* Some
of these blind spots concern the international “embedding” of Poland’s transition
in the wider context of the decline of communist ideology, the rise of the nation-
al question in the Soviet sphere of power and the interaction of Poland’s negoti-
ated transition with perestroika and developments in other countries.’ There is
also a lack of recognition for how crucial actors in the transition process overcame
their collective action dilemma and for the paradoxes that emerged in the process.®
In the light of recently published documents, the timeframe for Poland’s negoti-
ated transition should also be given a much wider scale that it has received until
now, since actual bargaining started already months before the round table talks
began. The Church was involved in these talks from the beginning.” Most of the

4 Important and extensive editions of archival sources include (among others): Wlodzimierz
Borodziej and Andrzej Garlicki, Okragly Stot: dokumenty i materiaty, 5 vols. (Warsaw: Zapol,
2004); Krzysztof Dubinski, Magdalenka—Transakcja epoki. notatki z poufnych spotkan
Kiszczak-Watesa (Warsaw: Sylwa, 1990); John R. Davis, Gregory F. Domber, Mariusz Jastr-
zab, and Pawel Sowinski, Ku zwyciestwu “Solidarnosci”: korespondencja Ambasady USA w
Warszawie z Departamentem Stanu: styczen - wrzesien 1989 (Warsaw: ISP PAN, 2006); Inka
Stodkowska, Magdalena Dotbakowska, and Ewa Wosik, Wybory 1989. Dokumenty strony soli-
darnosciowo-opozycyjnej, vol. 1 (Warsaw: ISP PAN, 2009).

Exceptions to this rule can be found in: Bodgan Goéralczyk, Wojciech Kostecki, and Katarzyna
Zukrowska, ed., In Pursuit of Europe. Transformations of Post-Communist States (Warsaw:
Instytut Studiéow Politycznych, 1995); Jan Kofman, and Wojciech Roszkowski, Transformacja i
postkomunizm (Warsaw: ISP PAN, 1999); Radostaw Markowski, and Edmund Wnuk-Lipinski,
ed., Transformative Paths in Central and Eastern Europe (Warsaw: ISP PAN, Friedrich Ebert
Foundation, 2001); Jerzy J. Wiatr, Europa postkomunistyczna. Przemiany panstw i spoleczenstw
po 1989 roku (Warsaw: Scholar, 2006).

¢ Timor Kuran, Private Truths, Public Lies: The Social Consequences of Preference Falsification
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1995), 261-88.

Preparations for the negotiations were carried out long before they started. Surprisingly, many of
the discussions on the government side were actually conducted in public, in small, but publicly
available journals such as Materialy, Studia analyzy and in a newly created weekly called Kon-
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literature about Poland’s transition to democracy fails to put the events between
1988 and 1992 into a broader framework of transition by comparing them to
similar events in other parts of the world. There are of course comparisons to
other former members of the Soviet block® and there are theoretically informed
articles and book chapters that situate the Polish transition within the wider
framework of the third wave of democratization, but these are mostly political
science approaches and do not refer to primary sources. This might improve once
all the archives in Moscow, Washington, Bonn, Paris and London are open for
historians, since this will render the possibility of more detailed comparisons.

The path to the 1989 election

The “self-limiting revolution,” as the emergence of the Solidarity movement
is often referred to,” ended with the imposition of martial law in December 1981
by a military junta led by General Wojciech Jaruzelski. The introduction of mar-
tial law was accompanied by a multitude of activities lacking a legal basis as well
as by many human rights violations.!” The actions of Jaruzelski and his comrades
amounted to a coup d’état. But despite the imprisonment of political opponents
(among them also former nomenklatura members), the use of the army for inter-
nal affairs, and the de facto replacement of the communist Polish United Workers’
Party (PUWP) by a military government, it was not a total break with the past.
The new regime did not touch the basic structure of the economy, it did not (as
demanded by some economically liberal intellectuals in and outside the PUWP)
use its power to introduce a radically market-oriented reform of the economy, nor
did it touch the existing hierarchies in the administration and the economy. In the
next years, the workers councils (rady pracownicze) in the state companies re-
mained powerful and were occupied by worker representatives who officially
appeared as non-partisan. Clandestinely, however, they remained loyal to the
Solidarity structures in the political underground. The de-legalizing of the Soli-

frontacje, which printed long interviews with influential actors from both sides of the subsequent
round table. For more details, see Borodziej and Garlicki, “Od redaktorow.”

Jerzy J. Wiatr, Europa pokomunistyczna: przemiany panstw i spoteczenstw po 1989 roku (War-
saw: Wydawn. Naukowe Scholar, 2006).

Jadwiga Staniszkis, Poland's Self-Limiting Revolution (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1984). “Self-limiting” describes the reluctance of Solidarity to strive for power and use violence,
which, of course, was also a reaction to the permanently present, but often implicit threat of a
Soviet intervention in case the movement went too far.

Among other things, Poland was not in a state of war, which could have justified the imposing
of martial law. And a law facilitating the imposition of a state of emergency had not been passed
by the Sejm. Many measures were carried out against the opposition that were without a legal
basis and that violated legislation already in force (as for example the internment of dissidents
without the consent of a judge and without any formal charges). Also the main decision body of
the junta was entirely unconstitutional.



50 Klaus Bachmann

darity movement deprived the trade union of its main assets as well as access to
the media, but it also created a strong, vibrant, clandestine and decentralized il-
legal opposition movement. This was much more difficult for the state to control
than Solidarity had been.

Confronted with an embargo by the Western world (the European Communi-
ty and the United States) and weaker support from the Soviet Union (whose
ability to support its allies was in decline due to the pressure from the arms race
with the United States and the war in Afghanistan), Jaruzelski’s generals faced a
kind of state bankruptcy. Unable to serve even the interest payments on Poland’s
foreign debt, the government on one hand had to keep prices down in order to
prevent workers and townspeople from rioting and, on the other, to subsidy ag-
riculture in order to provide enough food to the population and prevent farmers
from protesting. Caught between these constraints, the government increased the
supply of money and caused hyperinflation. Every attempt to establish a new
balance between demand and supply ended either with protests against higher
prices or strikes against attempts to increase competitiveness. In 1987, the gov-
ernment even resorted to a referendum to discover whether the population pre-
ferred higher prices or the regulation of supply. But due to an exaggerated thresh-
old, the result of the referendum had no legal relevance.!!

During the years following the abolition of martial law (on 22 July 1983),
Jaruzelski’s regime undertook a number of attempts to co-opt moderate opposi-
tion members into state structures. These attempts followed a double strategy.
They were officially labeled “agreement and struggle” (porozumienie i walka)
and aimed on one hand at dividing the opposition and, on the other, to gain more
legitimacy for the regime’s inefficient reform policy. In 1986, all political pris-
oners were set free. In December of the same year, a Consultative Council at the
President of the State Council (Rada Konsultacyjna przy Przewodniczqcym Rady
Panstwa) was created, which aimed at including moderate members of the oppo-
sition and independent intellectuals. It was boycotted by almost all leading mem-
bers of the political underground and became a discussion body for academics
and Catholic activists.

The creation of the Council was one of a series of institutional innovations
that changed the institutional landscape of the People’s Republic. In the end, the
institutions it created survived the later transition. In 1985 a constitutional court
was founded and in 1988, the position of an ombudsman for citizens’ rights was

' The government actually received a relative majority of the votes for its reform agenda. But
since the threshold that the government had set for the validity of the referendum had not been
reached, the result was not legally binding. See: Wtodzimierz Borodziej, Geschichte Polens im
20. Jahrhundert (Munich: Beck, 2010); Antoni Dudek, Reglamentowana Rewolucja. Rozktad
dyktatury komunistycznej w Polsce 1988—1990 (Cracow: Arcana, 2004); Dariusz T. Grala, Re-
formy gospodarcze w PRL (1982—1989): Proba uratowania socjalizmu (Warsaw: TRIO, 2005);
Sergiusz Kowalski, Narodziny III Rzeczypospolitej (Warsaw: Wydawnictwa Szkolne i Pedago-
giczne, 1996).
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created. In 1988, the elections to the so-called National Councils (Rady Naro-
dowe) were liberalized, allowing independent candidates to run. Nonetheless, all
of' these steps proved too hesitant to overcome the impasse between the opposition
and the regime. The more the government and the Sejm liberalized the election
procedures for the National Councils and (in 1985) for the Sejm, the fewer voters
showed up at the ballot boxes.

At the end of the decade, the regime was strong enough to prevent the oppo-
sition from overthrowing the government, but too weak to improve its legitimacy.
On the other side, the opposition was strong enough to control every move of the
regime, but too weak to take power.

The international environment

The narrative concerning the “self-limiting revolution” and the strong inclina-
tion of the main strands of the opposition not to use violence are often presented
as the result of normative considerations and were later presented as proof of the
relative maturity of the opposition. In contrast to the tradition of armed uprising,
which was frequent during the nineteenth century and led to the Warsaw Uprising
in 1944, the stalemate in 1989 did not end in a violent confrontation between the
regime and the opposition. But this was not only due to maturity on both sides
of the conflict, but also a consequence of the international setting in which tran-
sition took place. By 1988, when a first wave of worker protests took place, the
Soviet Union had engaged in a major endeavor of internal reform, which required
the new leadership under Mikhail Gorbachev to concentrate resources within the
country and to scale down the USSR’s foreign engagements. Neither side of the
Cold War was interested in a violent conflict in Central and Eastern Europe. The
efforts of all—the United States, NATO, the EC, and the USSR and its East Eu-
ropean allies—aimed at keeping the liberalization efforts in Poland peaceful. On
different occasions, Gorbachev himself called upon Central and East European
leaders to speed up their reforms, since the success of a reform policy in a bloc
country could be used to strengthen the reform tendencies within the Soviet ad-
ministration, the government and the Party. In contrast to earlier times, supporters
of system liberalization within the opposition as well as within the ruling estab-
lishment were able to arouse Gorbachev’s calls for reform. This mechanism
strengthened the reform movement on one hand, and contained radical forces on
the other. The messages from East and West that were sent to Poland during the
late 1980s were extremely similar. Gorbachev paid a visit to Poland in July 1988
and George Bush, Sr. to the Polish capital in July 1989. Their messages on those
occasions could be reduced to a common denominator: Poland needs more mar-
ket-oriented reform and more democratization, and this should take place step by
step, without any violent moves or revolutionary escalation. Both (!) stressed the
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constructive role of General Jaruzelski during the transition and suggested that
he run for president in the upcoming elections in the National Assembly."

The round table and the elections

The round table talks finally started in February 1989, after another round of
grassroots strikes, which proved detrimental to the economy, but also weakened
the position of the Solidarity leadership, which in many cases had tried to prevent
them."® They had been prepared long before by certain Warsaw intellectuals con-
nected to the opposition (Bronistaw Geremek played an important role) and
party intellectuals who knew each other through academic contacts. Public opin-
ion had been prepared for the negotiations by a number of measures that were
meant to demonstrate the government’s commitment to reform. Among these
steps were licenses to publish new media outlets run by moderate opposition
figures,'* a public debate in the mainstream media, decisions about who would
or would not be a decent partner for the government to talk to about compromise
and reform, the factual de-penalization of samizdat (whose products were sold
openly on the streets of Warsaw) and of oppositional parties, which started to
spread like mushrooms. However, due to the monopoly on information distribu-
tion that the government and the Polish United Workers’ Party maintained, these
measures were unable to attract public attention beyond the opposition circles.

The round table talks, in which the same number of participants from the
PUWP, the government, and from the opposition took part (whose members were
co-opted either by General Jaruzelski and his comrades or by Lech Walgsa and

12 Antoni Dudek, Reglementowana rewolucja. Rozklad dyktatury komunistycznej w Polsce 1988—
1990 (Cracow: Wydawn. Arcana, 2004), 363—64; Pawet Kowal, Koniec systemu witadzy: polity-
ka ekipy gen. Wojciecha Jaruzelskiego w latach 1986—1989 (Warsaw: Wydawnictwo TRIO, ISP
PAN, 2012), 320.

Many of these strikes, including the most spectacular one in the Gdansk shipyard, had been
organized against the will of the leadership, which had planned to organize a disciplined and
targeted one-time strike wave in the autumn that was hoped to coerce the government into
concessions. While Lech Walgsa and his advisors were unable to prevent small and dispersed
protests, they also could also not afford to reject them and abandon the protesting workers.

One of these steps was the launching of the newspaper Konfrontacje by a Warsaw businessman
with good contacts to both sides. It served as a platform for a debate about the limits and ram-
ifications of a so-called compromise. The first issue of Konfrontacje highlighted an interview
with Geremek, who proposed an “anti-crisis pact” (pakt antykryzysowy) between the opposi-
tion and the government. The businessman who organized this new journal (together with the
press-spokesman of the Ministry of the Interior, Wojciech Garstka, who regarded it as a private
initiative) was Marek Goliszewski. He was not the only one who gained a concession to publish
a new journal. Marcin Krol, a professor at Warsaw University, was permitted to launch Res
Publica (which, in contrast to Goliszewski’s paper, survived the transition and is still published
today. Kowal, Koniec, 110-12.
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his advisors), ended late at night on 5 April. In the lengthy documents that had
been produced, of which many were contradictory and resembled protocols of
discrepancies rather than joint conclusions, both sides had agreed to a constitu-
tional settlement aimed at giving the regime control over the legislative process
and the state institutions while granting the opposition the power to control the
government from the streets by reinstituting Solidarity as a mass movement and
trade union independent from the government. This system of mutual checks and
balances was refined by a complicated agreement concerning so-called non-con-
frontational elections to the parliament, which would guarantee the communists
and their vassals, the “bloc parties,” at least 65 percent of the seats in the Lower
House, the Sejm, and open the newly created Senate to unrestricted competition.
As an additional safeguard against offensive, non-consensual moves by one side,
the position of a president was created, who would be elected by the National
Assembly, which would comprise all the members of both the Sejm and the
Senate.

There are strong indications that Jaruzelski and his aides thought they knew
the outcome of the elections. According to opinion polls that were carried out
during the weeks before the June elections (but were not published before the
vote), the PUWP and her allies had every reason to believe that they would obtain
about 25 percent of the mandates (Senate and Sejm) open to competition. Togeth-
er with the guaranteed mandates, this would have given them the necessary
power to veto any major opposition bill in parliament. On the other hand, it would
have given the opposition enough influence to prevent constitutional changes
(which required a two-thirds majority). Nonetheless, for the opposition, it was no
problem to give the government control over these governmental institutions.
With a strong and legal mass movement outside the parliament, the opposition
knew it would be able to block any major move by resorting to strikes and pop-
ular protests. Thus, at this point in time the institutional part of the round table
compromise was not much more than the institutionalization of the status quo
ante.

As we now know, both sides underestimated the level of popular frustration
with the status quo. Most probably, the media monopoly of the PUWP and the
government had created a distorted picture of the population’s mood—a picture
that not only the opposition and regime leaders had believed to be true, but also
the respondents in the opinion polls used by the government. But when voters
arrived at the ballot boxes and cast their votes, it turned out that the general mood
about the PUWP and the government was much worse than the opinion polls had
indicated.!> When the ballot boxes closed and the first exit poll results were shown

15" More about the issue in Klaus Bachmann, “Pluralistic Ignorance in Action. The Puzzle of Un-
intended Consequences during Poland’s Transition to Democracy,” in Adriana Mica, Arkadi-
usz Peisert, and Jan Winczorek, eds., Sociology and the Unintended. Robert Merton Revisited
(Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2011), 219-36.
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on television, it appeared that almost all of the seats open to competition had gone
to the opposition. The PUWP and her allies, which had ruled the country since
the late 1940s, had been defeated in the first competitive elections the People’s
Republic of Poland had seen since the war.'®

Tab. 1: The result of the 4 June Sejm elections in Poland"’

Mandates reserved Mandates reserved Mandates Mandates

according to the round | according to the round | obtained in the obtained as

table agreement table agreement election percentage of

(in absolute numbers) (in %) all mandates
PUWP! 173 37.6 %
ZSL 76 16.5 %
SD 27 5.9 %

299 65 %

PAX 10 2.1%
UChS 8 1.7 %
PZKS 5 1%
OKP 161 35 % 161 35%

' The PUWP had several smaller allies in the parliament, all of which had run in the elections
prior to 1989 under a joint umbrella organization (whose name changed over time) and a joint
election platform. These small parties, which recognized the PUWP’s “leading role” (as enshrined
in the Constitution) assured the symbolic representation of specific social and religious groups.
These were: the United Peasants’ Party (Zjednoczone Stronnictwo Ludowe, ZSL), the Democratic
Party (Stronnictwo Demokratyczne, SD), which was meant to represent bourgeois interests, PAX,
an authoritarian nationalist party rooted in the prewar Falanga movement whose leadership had
decided to break with the Catholic hierarchy and to support the rule of the PUWP during Stalinism
and whose task it was to organize pro-regime Catholics, the Christian Social Union (Unia Chrz-
escijansko-Spoteczna, UChS), which assembled Orthodox Christians and members of the Belorus-
sian minority in Poland), the Polish Catholic-Social Union (Polski Zwiqzek Katolicko-Spoteczny,
PZKS, a small party of lay Catholics). The abbreviation OKP (Obywatelski Klub Parlamentarny
or Civic Parliamentary Club) refers to the parliamentary representation of the Citizens’ Committees,
the joint platform of those who gathered behind Lech Walgsa during the election campaign and
used the symbols of the Solidarity movement when campaigning.

The results of the Senate election were even more devastating for the regime:
Here, regime candidates did not obtain a single mandate. Of the 100 seats, 99
were won by candidates supported by the opposition, and one went to an inde-
pendent businessman who had outfought both, the local candidate of Lech Wate-

16 Antoni Dudek, Reglamentowana Rewolucja. Rozklad dyktatury komunistycznej w Polsce 1988—
1990 (Cracow: Arcana, 2004); idem, Zmierzch dyktatury (Warsaw: Instytut Pamigci Narodowej
- Komisja Scigania Zbrodni przeciwko Narodowi Polskiemu, 2009).

17" Data retrieved from the website of the State Election Commission, which is responsible for or-
ganizing the election process (Panstwowa Komisja Wyborcza, PKW, www.pkw.gov.pl) and the
Polish Parliament (www.sejm.gov.pl).
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sa’s Citizen Committee (Komitet Obywatelski) and the candidate supported by
the government and the local PUWP structures. The first session of the National
Assembly demonstrated how unpredictable the situation had become for the
PUWP and its allies. Instead of a stable and solid majority for Jaruzelski (who
ran for president without a competitor), when he was elected by the Polish Par-
liament on 19 July 1989 this was by the narrowest majority possible.

The landslide victory for the opposition was so huge that it shoved aside many
of the previous calculations concerning checks and balances, mutual control and
consensus-based legislation. After an unsuccessful attempt by General Czestaw
Kiszczak to form a government without the opposition (whose representatives
had gathered in the Civic Parliamentary Club) in the summer of 1989, the lead-
ership of the opposition managed to form an all-party government under the first
non-communist Polish prime minister since the communist takeover in 1946,
Tadeusz Mazowiecki. It formally included all the former PUWP allies and con-
fined the PUWP fraction (which dissolved some months later) to the opposition,
although three high ranking PUWP leaders (among them two generals) kept
control of the Ministry of the Interior (General Czestaw Kiszczak, who thus
controlled the secret services and the police), the Ministry of Defense (General
Florian Siwicki), and Marcin Swigcicki (a member of the PUWP Central Com-
mittee), who became minister of foreign commerce and therefore kept control of
the crucial sectors of the economy that dealt with external trade and foreign
currency flows.

In parliament, the PUWP faced strong centrifugal tendencies—the leadership
was less and less able to control the agenda of its members of parliament, who
had often been elected against the will of the local party leadership and demon-
strated strong social democratic tendencies and anti-establishment attitudes. Jan-
uary 1990 saw the PUWP’s last party congress: one opposition fraction left the
congress on the first day, others tried to assemble the remaining protesters who
wanted to get rid of the old leadership. In the end the congress decided to abolish
the PUWP, whereupon a new party was immediately created, the Social Democ-
racy of the Republic of Poland (Socjaldemokracja Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej,
SdRP), whose new leader was the former president of the Polish Olympic Com-
mittee, Aleksander Kwasniewski. The members of the former communist trade
union umbrella organization'® and the officers of the army, who, during the Peo-
ple’s Republic, had almost automatically been party members, stayed away from
the new party. The PUWP ministers in Mazowiecki’s government and General
Jaruzelski stepped down a few months later, which facilitated new presidential
(25 November and 9 December 1990) and parliamentary (27 October 1991)

'8 The umbrella organization’s name was All-Polish Federation of Trade Unions (Ogélnopolskie
Porozumienie Zwiqzkow Zawodowych, OPZZ), which comprised all of the officially recognized
trade unions in the different branches of the economy, which, in return, recognized the “leading
role” of the PUWP in politics.
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elections, elections that were now fully competitive. On 19 September 1990
Jaruzelski had initiated the legislation of a bill concerning the direct election of
the president, which at the same time cut his presidential term short. The bill was
accepted by parliament and new elections were held. Jaruzelski no longer partic-
ipated as a candidate. After Lech Walgsa had been sworn in, Jaruzelski’s term
expired automatically.

The dispute about the causes and reasons of Poland’s transition

From today’s perspective, the round table talks and the June elections were
only two of a number of important steps in the transition process from a mo-
no-party system with a centrally planned economy to a liberal democratic market
economy. Other important events had preceded it and others would follow, in-
cluding Poland’s radical economic reforms, which shifted the focus of Poland’s
economy from huge state-owned firms to small trade and services, and from its
dependence on the Soviet-led Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (CMEA,
the Soviet version of a common market) to incremental integration into the Eu-
ropean Community. Nevertheless, 4 June has been regarded as the most important
break between the old and the new, comparable only to the significance of the
fall of the Berlin Wall for Germans or the release of Nelson Mandela for South
Africans.

This interpretation of history, which highlights 1989 as the end of communism
in Poland, was never entirely uncontested however. Certain political scientists
whose biographies are closely linked to the pre-transitional political establish-
ment, as well as a number of economists from the liberal left have always point-
ed to those elements of continuity that one can identify when looking at the
economic and social history of Poland during the period between the emergence
of the Solidarity movement in 1981, the imposing of martial law, and the second
half of the 1980s.!° As Dariusz Rosati has shown, many elements of the econom-
ic and social reforms that were introduced between 1980 and 1981 were not
abolished (although they often turned out to be quite problematic and uncomfort-
able for the governments after 1981). Indeed, in many cases these reforms were
even reinforced by similar measures that the subsequent governments tried to
implement during and after martial law.?® Rosati has identified a number of mea-
sures that strengthened political and economic decentralization, and he points to

9 Jerzy J. Wiatr, “Polska droga do demokracji,” in idem, Jacek Raciborski, Jerzy Bartkowiak,

Barbara Fratczak-Rudnicka, and Jarostaw Kilias, eds., Demokracja Polska 1989-2003 (War-

saw: Scholar, 2003), 13-56; idem, Europa postkomunistyczna. Przemiany panstw i spotec-

zenstw po 1989 roku (Warsaw: Scholar, 2006); Mieczystaw Rakowski, ed., Polska pod rzqdami

PZPR (Warsaw: Profi, 2000); Andrzej Antoszewski, ed., Demokratyzacja w 1l Rzeczypospolitej

(Wroctaw: Wyd. Uniwersytetu Wroctawskiego, 2000).
20" Dariusz K. Rosati, Polska droga do rynku (Warsaw: Polskie Wydaw. Ekonomiczne, 1998).
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the slow, half-hearted democratization that makes the wave of social unrest, the
round table talks and the elections of 1989 appear to be the culmination of a
transition that actually started much earlier.

As widely found in popular accounts as well as in respected textbooks on
Poland’s recent history, the period following December 1981 is often described
as one of political stagnation, economic crisis and general hopelessness that could
not be overcome by either the subsequent governments or the attempts of the
political opposition to coerce these governments into political liberalization.?! The
general deadlock was slowly removed by two mutually reinforcing factors. With-
in a relatively small sector of Polish society, one can detect a rise in political
interest and readiness to engage in politics. This bottom-up trend coincided with
the start of Mikhail Gorbachev’s reform policy in the USSR that later became
known as perestroika. Both—Gorbachev’s top-down measures and the prudently
developing trend toward more engagement in the politically interested segments
of Polish society (whose precise characteristics still need a deeper analysis)—put
increasing pressure on the Polish political system and its political establishment.
The then-leadership of the Polish People’s Republic responded to this challenge
by introducing half-hearted, step-by-step reforms. While they failed to solve the
basic problems of the country, they later facilitated the radical measures intro-
duced by the governments after 1989.

Recent research, based on unpublished opinion polls carried out on behalf of
the government, shows an increasing readiness of citizens for protest and politi-
cal engagement during the second half of the 1980s.2> The ruling political estab-
lishment responded to this tendency by increasing the scope of participation: At
the election of (the rather powerless) municipal councilors in June 1988, citizens’
committees were given the right to nominate their own candidates and voters were
allowed to eliminate candidates from the lists of the Patriotic Front of National
Recovery (PRON)*, which was the joint election platform of the PUWP and her
minor allies. Already during the elections to the Sejm before 1989, when no
competition to the PRON lists was possible, voters still had a choice between
voting for or against it, or they could stay at home. As opinion polls show, only
2l Borodziej, Geschichte Polens, 360-82.

22 Klaus Bachmann, Repression, Protest, Toleranz. Wertewandel und Vergangenheitsbewdltigung
in Polen nach 1956 (Dresden: Neisse Verlag, 2010). For a contemporary account of the polling
during the reign of General Jaruzelski, see Stanistaw Kwiatkowski, “Aneks: PZPR w sondazach
w latach 80,” in Mieczystaw Rakowski, ed., Polska pod rzqdami PZPR (Warsaw: Profi, 2000),
51842.

2 The Patriotic Front of National Recovery (Patriotyczny Ruch Odrodzenia Narodowego, PRON)
was the overarching organization that united the PUWP and its allies and provided one list of
candidates for the elections. Due to this, until the second half of the 1980s alliance voters could
only vote for candidates from this list.

Until the constitutional reform that was hammered out at the round table talks, the Sejm was the

only chamber of the Polish parliament. The Senate, the Polish Upper House, which had existed
during the Second Republic, had been abolished after a referendum in 1946.
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a marginal percentage of respondents felt coerced to participate in the elections.”
But the opinion surveys also show that many people regarded these steps of slow
and reluctant democratization as insufficient. The consequence was paradoxi-
cal—the more options voters were given, the less they actually used them. Voter
turnout decreased during the 1980s and finally plummeted, when voting no lon-
ger had any aspect of coercion or control. In 1989, when voters had the broadest
choice they had ever had in the People’s Republic of Poland, there was no pres-
sure to vote, and the poll was free and secret, only slightly more than 40 percent
of the eligible voters decided to cast their vote.

Table 2: Participation in elections and the referendum during the 1980s

1987 1988 1989 1990 1990 1991
Referen- National Parliament | Presiden- Presiden- parlia-
dum councils tial elec- tial elec- mentary
(municipal tion 1st tions 2nd elections
elections) round round
Participa-
tion rate
(percent-
age ofpar- | 7 35 55 62.32 60.6 53.4 432
ticipants
compared
to all eligi-
ble voters)

None of the historians dealing with the events of 1989 denies these facts. But in
Poland’s post-1989 mainstream historiography, they show up not as elements of a
gradual evolution between 1980 and 1989, but as half-hearted and unsuccessful at-
tempts of “the authorities,” “the party” or “the communists” to secure their power
through tactical and symbolic concessions to “the nation,” “society” or “the peo-
ple.”?” According to this interpretation of Poland’s recent past, the period between
1980 and 1989 was just the final phase of a process that had started with the
de-Stalinization of the late 1950s, after which “the nation” incrementally extorted
more and more concessions from “the communists” until the latter’s collapse.?®
Among historians sympathizing with the democratic opposition in the late 1970s and
the 1980s, 1989 was the last link in a kind of chain reaction that connected August
1944 (the Warsaw uprising), June 1956 (the workers’ riots in Poznan), March 1968

% Krzysztof Jasinski, and Adam Przeworski, “1996. The Structure of Partisan Conflict in Poland.”

In: Aleksandra Jasinska-Kania, and Jacek Raciborski, ed., Narod, wladza, spoteczenstwo. Ksie-

ga dedykowana Jerzemu J. Wiatrowi (Warsaw: Scholar, 1996), 185-206.

Retrieved from www.sejm.gov.pl and www.pkw.org.pl.

27 See, e.g., Andrzej Garlicki, 1815-2004: Historia Polska i Swiat (Warsaw: Scholar, 2005), 650—60.

2 Ibid., 649, Garlicki writes that protests were not organized by the opposition or clandestine
organizations of the Solidarity trade union, but by “society.”
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(the protests of intellectuals and students), December 1970 (when the army crushed
the strike movement in the coastal towns and shipyards), June 1976 (worker protests
in Radom and Ursus) and 198081 (the emergence of the Solidarity movement).

According to this popular narrative, various social groups had stood up against
communism during all of these dramatic events, but prior to 1981 they had nev-
er joined their efforts. In 1956 and 1970 workers had protested but the intellec-
tuals remained silent. In 1968 intellectuals and students had raised their voices
and then were silenced, while workers had either remained passive or even helped
crush the protest. This changed only in 1976, when intellectuals from Warsaw
organized legal and financial support for oppressed workers?® whose demonstra-
tions against increases in food prices had met a fierce reaction from anti-riot
squads and the secret police. From then on, according to this narrative, workers
and intellectuals stayed together and thus enabled the creation of the Solidarity
movement a few years later.*” In 1989 the communist establishment, deprived of
any legitimacy, faced a united front of workers and intellectuals and thus finally
surrendered. This chronology comprises all the elements of a great narrative
whose aim is to create national self-affirmation and attribute meaning to a difficult
and intricate past. It reduces complexity and channels contradictory, ambiguous
events as well as scattered and often incomprehensible facts into a coherent sto-
ry with a clear divide between good and bad, a narrative that leads from a bad
past to a good present. Unsurprisingly, among historians, politicians and political
commentators of the patriotic and conservative right, this narrative long remained
very popular, even after 1989. The notion of an alleged conflict between a small
and alienated group of communist oppressors and the overwhelming majority of
the population, often described as “the nation” or “the society,” who despised
these oppressors, stems from a famous monograph by Jerzy Holzer about the
Solidarity trade union.*' Paradoxically, Holzer cannot be considered as belonging
to the conservative patriotic strand of Polish historiography.

For historians who adhere to the patriotic strand of the discipline, it is no
problem to regard the gradual liberalization of the late 1980s as another chapter

2 These intellectuals created the Committee for the Defense of the Workers (Komitet Obrony
Robotnikow, KOR), which later split up into a conservative and a liberal leftist part. The con-
servative anticommunist members mostly organized the Movement for the Defense of Human
and Citizen Rights (Ruch Obrony Praw Cztowieka i Obywatela, ROPCiO), whereas the liberal
left wing members renamed themselves KOR, the Committee for Social Self Defense (Komitet
Samoobrony Spolecznej KOR). For more details, see: Jan Jozef Lipski, Komitet Samoobrony
Spotecznej (London: Aneks, 1983). The complicated relationship between the KSS, KOR and
ROPCIiO is explained in Andrzej Friszke, Opozycja polityczna w PRL 1945-1980 (London:
Aneks, 1994), 338-489.

3 Adam Michnik, “Verteidigung der Freiheit. Reflexionen iiber 1989.” Osteuropa 59, no. 2 (2009):
9-19.

31 Jerzy Holzer, Solidarnosé 1980-1981. Geneza i Historia (Warsaw: Rytm, 1986). Cf. also his
reflections on the divide from the perspective of 2009: idem, “Abschied von einer Illusion. Sol-
idarno$¢ und die konfliktfreie Gesellschaft.” Osteuropa 59, no. 2 (2009): 151-66.
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in the everlasting fight between a good nation and a bad regime. From this point
of view, there was no top-down decentralization, liberalization or democratiza-
tion. All of these processes were merely episodes in the nation’s fight for sover-
eignty, during which the regime made a few half-hearted and belated concessions.
These only encouraged the politically conscious part of the nation, the democrat-
ic opposition, to increase its demands. Critics of this approach toward Poland’s
recent history may realize how much this dichotomist or even Manichean view
of the past resembles its Marxist-Leninist counterpart: History is made by op-
pressed yet politically conscious workers, who are led by a small, enlightened
intellectual elite of revolutionaries. At the beginning of the twenty-first century
this narrative then bifurcates and Poland’s right-wing populist milieu starts to
reinterpret it in terms of an alleged betrayal of the righteous workers by arrogant
and cosmopolitan (in other words, “alienated from the nation”) elites, who “took
power on the shoulders of the workers.””** This is the origin of the counter-narra-
tive to the optimistic version of Poland’s transition.

The divide between followers of the “top-down” and of the “bottom-up”
concepts of transition is rooted in dissenting interpretations of the intentions of
both sides. Even if we leave aside the problem of how Polish society (or accord-
ing to the popular narrative, “the nation”) overcame its collective dilemmas
concerning the events that occurred during the years between 1988 and 1992,
we must nevertheless deal with the fact that the main actors in Poland at the time
were the political leadership of the PUWP and the leadership of the clandestine
Solidarity movement,* which had originally been a trade union. In most publi-
cations, both sides are described according to the labels they actually used during
the conflict. There is the “Solidarity movement,” the “Solidarity trade union” or
“the opposition” on one side,** and “the regime,” “the party” or “the commu-

32 Many elements of this legend can be found in a famous sample of interviews with critics of the
Mazowiecki government, of whom many also became (or had always been) critics of the round
table talks. Jacek Kurski and Piotr Semka, Lewy Czerwcowy (Warsaw: Editions Spotkania, 1992.

3 The Solidarity trade union had emerged from the various worker committees created during
the big protest waves of 1980. In 1981 Solidarity was formally registered as a legal trade union
(making Poland the only Soviet bloc country with two competing trade unions). However, it was
then de-legalized in January 1982 as a consequence of martial law. After that, many of its lead-
ers and activists who had escaped incarceration founded clandestine trade union cells, often as
members of (legal) workers committees (rady pracownicze), which were entitled to participate
in the management of state enterprises.

3 For outsiders and readers not familiar with the internal Polish discussion, the absence of a “dem-
ocratic vs. non-democratic” divide may come as a surprise. Actually it seems there is not a single
publication in which the supporters of democracy during the 1980s are actually described as
“democrats,” despite the fact that the outcome of the transition process actually brought about
democracy. In some Western media and popular accounts, the political opposition in Poland
has been described as “democratic opposition.” In Poland, labels pertaining to sovereignty and
national independence actually prevail over political notions. According to them, the opposition
fought for sovereignty and independence against a regime that had been imposed from outside.
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nists** on the other. Very few authors deviate from this scheme. One who does
is Jerzy J. Wiatr, a party intellectual and member of the PUWP’s Central Com-
mittee, who, during the 1980s, was a close associate of General Jaruzelski and
defended the introduction of martial law and after 1989, became one of the
leading figures of the postcommunist Alliance of the Democratic Left (SLD).
For him, the political regime of the 1980s was a military junta, not a one-party
system and an ideological dictatorship.*

Wiatr’s notion has not gained much popularity among Polish historians, de-
spite increasing evidence supporting his claim that has come to the fore during
recent years. It now seems as if the center of state power was indeed situated
outside the official bodies of the government, namely, the state institutions and
the PUWP. When, for example, in 1989 the Central Committee of the PUWP was
deciding on the re-legalization of the Solidarity trade union, strategic decisions
were taken by a core group of generals around Wojciech Jaruzelski, namely,
Florian Siwicki (the then minister of defense) and Czestaw Kiszczak (the minis-
ter of the interior, who effectively controlled the state security complex). These
decisions were not made by the Central Committee’s Politburo nor by the gov-
ernment, the State Council (Rada Panstwa). These decision channels had been
established in December 1981, when the generals had marginalized the PUWP’s
central organs, its Political Bureau, the State Council and even the newly estab-
lished Military Council of National Salvation (WRON), all of which were only
asked to give their assent to decisions that had been previously taken by the
generals. During the second part of the decade, the generals even established a
special task force whose job was to monitor and analyze the situation in Poland
as well as to elaborate possible strategies to overcome the deadlock. This task
force, which was never formalized, authored a number of risky and unorthodox
proposals, all of which were kept confidential. They were transmitted to General
Kiszczak, who forwarded them to Jaruzelski. Most of these proposals were nev-
er applied in practice. Astonishingly the members of this informal task force were
people whom the generals trusted strongly but who came from outside the party
and government hierarchy. One of them, Jerzy Urban, who became the govern-
ment’s spokesperson, was even outside the ranks of the PUWP.*’

For more about the “national” character (as opposed to political, social or pluralist notions) of
Poland’s transition, see Marcin Zaremba, Komunizm, legitymizacji, nacjonalizm. Nacjonalisty-
czna legitymizacja wiladzy komunistycznej w Polsce (Warsaw: Trio, 2005); Marcin Kula, Naro-
dowe i rewolucyjne (London: Aneks, 1992); for a broader perspective, see Martin Mevius, ed.,
The Communist Quest for National Legitimacy 1918—1989 (London: Routledge, 2010).

3 Andrzej Garlicki, Karuzela: Rzecz o Okraglym Stole (Warsaw: Czytelnik, 2003).

Jerzy J.Wiatr, “Polska droga do demokracji,” in idem, Jacek Raciborski, Jerzy Bartkowiak, Bar-

bara Fratczak-Rudnicka, and Jarostaw Kilias, Demokracja Polska 1989-2003 (Warsaw: Schol-

ar, 2003), 13-56.

37 He joined the PUWP shortly before it dissolved in 1990. For more information about the task
force, see Wlodzimierz Borodziej, and Andrzej Garlicki, “Od redaktoréw,” in Wiodzimierz
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One of the most ardent supporters of top-down reform was Mieczystaw Rakow-
ski, the former head of Poland’s famous weekly Polityka, who served as prime
minister from September 1988 until August 1989. He had never belonged to the
military’s core group of rulers. Recently discovered sources, as well as his own
memoirs and interviews with members of his entourage, confirm that his role in
advocating power sharing with Solidarity was actually much more active than it
was perceived by political commentators and opposition members at the time.*®
They mostly remembered his support for Jaruzelski’s coup d’état in 1981. His
promotion of economic reform and top-down changes as well as his contemptible
remarks about the round table had aroused suspicion in opposition circles, who
suspected him of trying to replace a compromise with the political opposition by
symbolic concessions and superficial gestures, which would allow the PUWP to
maintain control over the transition process. Some of these concessions, whose
details have been elucidated in recent research, comprised the creation of a Con-
sultative Committee (promoted by General Jaruzelski). Membership in this com-
mittee was rejected by almost all members of the political opposition, as was the
invitation of non-party members from moderate opposition circles (not directly
connected to Solidarity structures) to the cabinet. The latter attempt had been ini-
tiated by Rakowski himself.

Due to the opening of state archives and a flood of memoirs and interviews
after 1989, every step of the preparations for the round table talks can now be traced.
From this perspective, even the results of the secret talks with key actors of the
round table negotiations in Magdalenka are no longer surprising. As Kowal has
pointed out, the idea of a power sharing deal in the Sejm as a result of partially
competitive elections had been discussed in oppositional circles and within Jaru-
zelski’s entourage long before, as had the concept of resuscitating the Senate as a
body that would allow the opposition to control a part of the legislative process.
This concept can even be found in a document of the PUWP’s Central Committee
that was prepared prior to Gorbachev’s visit to Poland.*

Most authors limit their analysis to these two sides of the round table talks—the
opposition and what in Polish is usually called wfadza, which can be translated as
power, authority, the authorities, the government (in a broader sense than only the
cabinet) or the ruling elite. However, at least during the final phase of the negoti-
ations, it is highly disputable whether there were only two sides. The official and—
at that time only legal—OPZZ trade unions, which had a strong leverage over the
Central Committee and about seven million members across the country, were

Borodziej, and Andrzej Garlicki, Okrqgly Stol: dokumenty i materialy, vol. 2. (Warsaw: Zapol,
2004), 6-40.
For examples of Rakowski’s active role in promoting power sharing with the opposition and advo-
cating the legalization of the Solidarity trade union, see Garlicki, Karuzela, and Rakowski’s own
political diary: Mieczystaw Rakowski, Dzienniki polityczne 1987—1990 (Warsaw: Iskry, 2005).
¥ Kowal, Koniec, 394-95.
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strongly disinclined to accept the crucial point of the talks—the introduction of
“trade union pluralism,” a euphemism used for the legalization of Solidarity. The
OPZZ, headed by a choleric and self-confident Alfred Miodowicz, felt threatened
by the potential emergence of another strong trade union in the factories, but it also
regarded (rightly, as it would later turn out) the legalization of Solidarity as a ma-
terial threat against its possessions. After the imposing of martial law and the
subsequent de-legalization of Solidarity, all its assets (with the exception of cash,
which some activists managed to withdraw from the trade union’s bank accounts)
had been handed over to the OPZZ. Under the conditions of “trade union pluralism”
and a general trend toward the rule of law, the OPZZ could expect huge compen-
sation claims from Solidarity. The role that the OPZZ played during the round table
talks provided a good illustration of how “trade union pluralism” would later affect
the economy. On more than one occasion, the OPZZ tried to sideline Solidarity by
forwarding more radical requests than the opposition had presented.”’ Some mem-
bers of the government delegation were aware of the risk that the competition be-
tween the two rival trade unions might bury radical economic reform and most
likely to lead to a radicalization of the whole trade union movement. But for the
two sides at the round table, the stake was much higher than that.

Authors sympathizing with the opposition tend to present the OPZZ merely as
a sort of puppet that the government used to extort concessions from the opposition.
Some authors even suspect Kiszczak and Jaruzelski of having manipulated the trade
union in order to increase their bargaining power during the negotiations. Howev-
er, until now no evidence for such a plot has been found. Nonetheless, under the
pressure of a violent conflict, increasing pluralism within political camps that had
until then been unified is a phenomenon well known from other transitions as well.

Tracing back the key actors’ intentions

At a large conference of historians, former political and opposition activists,
and contemporary witnesses that was brought together in 1999 in a palace near

40 When Solidarity requested an 80 percent wage compensation for inflation, the OPZZ demand-
ed 100 percent. When the talks started, the OPZZ demanded the immediate abolition of press
censorship, something that the opposition had not requested because opposition representatives
were well aware of the consequences this might have for Polish—Soviet relations. During the fi-
nal public closing ceremony, Alfred Miodowicz demanded to speak right after General Kiszczak
and Lech Walgsa, and threatened to leave the ceremony in protest if not granted this right. Piotr
Osgka, “Okragty Stot. Taktyki negocjacyjne wiadzy i opozycji,” in Wlodzimierz Borodziej, and
Andrzej Garlicki, eds., Okrqgly Stol: dokumenty i materialy, vol. 1 (Warsaw: Zapol, 2004),
5-22. There is more inside information to be found in Pawet Kowals impressive oral history
project, which is based on material collected at the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor: Paw-
el Kowal, “Dlaczego doszto do Okraglego Stotu? Przyczyny zmian politycznych w Polsce w
latach 1989-1990 w opiniach politykow, aktywnych uczestnikow tego okresu,” in Tomasz Sza-
rota, ed., Komunizm: ideologia, system, ludzie (Warsaw: Neriton, PAN 2001), 156-73.



64 Klaus Bachmann

Warsaw to examine these issues, no authoritative answers were found.*' The
perception of both sides is still biased by their most recent interests as well as by
their ex-post perspective, which drives them to conceive past events in the light
of today’s knowledge about them. Therefore, members of the former political
establishment tend to emphasize (and sometimes exaggerate) their own willing-
ness to “overcome the system,” their preference for further democratization and
for the “social-democratization” of the PUWP, whereas former opposition mem-
bers describe their counterparts’ actions as half-hearted and driven by the intent
to “preserve the core of the system” by making “tactical concessions.” Former
opponents of the communist leadership tend to overestimate their own clarity of
mind in a situation in which no one could actually have known exactly where
history was heading, not even the most influential and powerful actors, as for
example Mikhail Gorbachev. In many of their presentations, Poland’s history
seems to have been written by strongly determined activists who fought for a
liberal, pro-Western democracy, a capitalist market economy, and the full sover-
eignty of the country—despite the fact that many less well-known and less high-
lighted documents and quotes from 1989 and the preceding years contain little
proof of the leading dissidents’ alleged resolve to bring the system down. While
the transition was still underway, the emphasis of both sides lay on compromise
rather than fight and victory. This, however, may have been due to the “civilizing
power of hypocrisy”*? as much as to tactical considerations. Recent monographs
and editions of sources have revealed strong incentives for a peaceful rather than
revolutionary change. It was the absolute stalemate that not only prevented the
opposition from openly confronting the regime but also stopped the regime from
taking radical military options. By the second half of the 1980s, both sides were
exhausted.” The breakdown of the strikes in May 1988 had shown the inability
of the opposition to mount a decisive attack against the ruling establishment
(protesters on the coast remained isolated and finally abandoned the strike with-
out engaging in any negotiations); the outcome of the referendum in 1987 demon-
strated the inability of the regime to obtain any legitimacy for economic reforms
without political concessions. Without a politically legitimized reform agenda that

4 Pawel Machcewicz, Andrzej Paczkowski, Antoni Dudek, and Andrzej Friszke, Polska 1986—
1989. Koniec systemu. Materialy miedzynarodowej konferencji. Miedzeszyn, 21-23 pazdzierni-
ka 1999 (Warsaw: Trio, 2002).

The “civilizing power of hypocrisy” describes the mechanism of moderating one’s opinion,
whereby a person is compelled (or feels it is fitting) to publicly declare opinions that he or
she does not share in order to reduce cognitive dissonance, and subsequently adopts opinions
that are closer to the publicly uttered ones, displacing the ones initially held privately. On this
concept see: Jon Elster, “Strategic Uses of Argument,” in Kenneth Joseph Arrow et al., eds.,
Barriers to Conflict Resolution (New York: Norton, 1995), 237-57; Jon Elster, “Deliberation
and Constitution making,” in idem, ed., Deliberative Democracy (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1998), 97-122.

4 Borodziej and Garlicki, “Od redaktorow.”
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could be carried out without the threat of boycotts and strikes, the regime was
unable to deliver an improvement in living standards, although this is something
that might have strengthened its support among the population.

This vicious cycle probably would have embroiled the country in a spiral of
protests, hyperinflation and economic decay had the internal balance of power
not been altered by external influences. In 1985, Mikhail Gorbachev took power
as the general secretary of the CPSU and launched perestroika, which encouraged
both Poland’s opposition and the reform-minded sections of the ruling establish-
ment to embrace reforms. From this point in time onward, contrary to the condi-
tions under Brezhnev and Andropov, the conservative opposition within the
PUWP and the state administration could no longer mobilize support in Moscow
to prevent changes in Poland. Both sides of the future transition negotiations, the
opposition and the ruling leadership, could now count on Gorbachev’s support
and were able to marginalize the antagonists within their own ranks. At the same
time, uncertainty about a possible Soviet reaction to radical measures, riots or
civil war tamed the radicals in both camps and contributed to moderation and a
sense of unity between the ruling elite and the opposition. Mutual trust as well
as uncertainty about the consequences of radical measures drove both sides to-
ward each other, incrementally isolating them from their radical edges. When in
January 1990 the PUWP dissolved and its former leadership, new and now much
younger, founded a new party, the climate of the congress was dominated by
radical social democrats, reform-minded socialists and supporters of pluralism,
market economy, democracy and human rights, rather than representatives of a
conservative and revengeful party bureaucracy. On the other hand, the round
table talks and the election campaign had also considerably weakened the radical
ranks of the opposition who had sought revenge on Poland’s ancien regime rath-
er than compromise.

Internal constraints and external influence

Seen against the background of the violent transitions in parts of the Soviet
Union and in former Yugoslavia, Poland’s power-sharing deal and democratiza-
tion are often described as a kind of political miracle, facilitated by wise leaders
on both sides and the moderation of a strong and temperate Catholic Church
supported by the Polish pope (John Paul II) and Vatican diplomacy. Indeed—and
in contrast to the Soviet transitions—no television towers were stormed by para-
troopers (as 1990 in Lithuania) and no ethnic minorities were incited to fight
each other (as between 1992 and 1994 in Nagornyi Karabakh). The Soviet lead-
ership (and later Russian) as well as the United States and West European gov-
ernments supported a peaceful transition, as did the Vatican. The pope and
Vatican diplomacy were eager to stress their opposition to bloodshed and revo-
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lution, even making this explicit during the round table talks.** Dubinski rightly
states that the Catholic Church was far from being only a victim of the commu-
nist system. It acted as a moderator mainly (but not only) by means of its hier-
archy. However, a factor that is often overlooked is that the Catholic hierarchy
was also a party in the conflict. Until the trial of the Popieluszko assassins in
1985, the Catholic Church had been regarded as a moderator and a kind of neu-
tral referee between the clandestine Solidarity movement and the state authori-
ties.* The trial, which was used by the authorities to accuse the Church of po-
litical engagement, destabilization and hate propaganda, changed this perception,
pushing the Church into the camp of the political opposition and weakening its
ability to moderate. It was only during the first huge waves of protests in 1988
that the Church was pulled back into the limelight. In contrast to an ardently
anti-communist pope, who had time and again publically denounced the alleged
oppression of Catholics and Catholicism in Poland, the Polish episcopate was
much more moderate and prudent in everyday politics and more than once out-
raged dissidents and radical priests, who pushed for more action against the
authorities.*®

The Catholic Church was not the only actor to contain revolutionary tenden-
cies that opposed a peaceful transition. There were two external factors that
strongly constrained the change of regime and prevented radical solutions and
retributive measures after June 1989. The first was the Soviet Union, whose
leadership was not interested in destabilization since such a course of events
would have endangered perestroika and necessitated interference from Moscow.
The second was the West, which feared any type of escalation along the frontlines
of the Cold War as well as large scale migration in the event of a violent regime
change. The governments in Washington and Bonn were also anxious to prevent
any radical change that might threaten a peaceful and negotiated transition in the
GDR and the planned merger of the two German states. Last but not least, after
the GDR had acceded to the Federal Republic of Germany, negotiations about
the withdrawal of Soviet troops from East Germany started, creating a dangerous
situation for Poland, which was also host to large garrisons of the Soviet army.
The new Polish government was also eager to start negotiations on a withdrawal
of these troops, but more specifically wanted to avoid a situation in which the
withdrawing troops from Eastern Germany would station themselves in Poland
and increase the number of soldiers in the garrisons on Polish soil. The last thing

4 Krzysztof Dubinski, Wokol Okrqglego Stotu (Warsaw: Krajowa Agencja Promocyjna, 1999), 32.

4 Jerzy Popieluszko was an oppositional and quite outspoken priest with close links to the clan-
destine Solidarity movement. In October 1984, he was abducted and killed by a death squad of
overzealous officers of the Ministry of the Interior. Public outrage about the murder induced the
government to order an investigation and to prosecute the perpetrators in a public trial in 1985.
All were sentenced to relatively long prison terms.
On the role of the Catholic Church in Poland’s transition see: Peter Raina, Droga do “Okraglego
Stotu”. Zakulisowe rozmowy przygotowawcze (Warsaw: von Borowiecky, 1999).
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the Polish government (or anyone interested in Poland’s sovereignty) wished in
a situation like this was destabilization and internal turmoil, because it would
only delay the withdrawal of Soviet troops.

After the Soviet Union had lost its leadership role and pulled out as a con-
straining factor for radical regime change, the European Union and (to a lesser
extent) NATO stepped in, promoting new values of stability, political compro-
mise, human rights and the rule of law.*’ It is striking that—in contrast to the
EU’s policy concerning the Balkans—its human rights and rule-of-law discourse
preferred forgiveness, unity and reconciliation over retribution, punishment and
“dealing with the past.” Hardly any research has been done about the link between
EU policies and the preferences of its member states, or how the communist past
was dealt with in Central and Eastern Europe. Only a few years later, after the
violent breakup of Yugoslavia the EU favored punishment for the perpetrators
there over reconciliation and unity, in the name of the human rights of the victims.
In contrast, in the CEE countries after 1989, it was human rights that were usu-
ally invoked to prevent the punishment (in the form of vetting, screening and
large-scale de-communization measures) and to guarantee fair (and therefore,
under transitional conditions, lengthy and complicated) trials for former commu-
nist perpetrators. There, the concept of human rights was rarely used by victims
to confront their torturers and reveal the truth about the past.*

All of these constraining elements also contributed strongly to the absence of
any important retributive measures. Lustration as an issue of state policy was only
introduced when the new order was stable and could no longer be threatened by
proponents of the ancien régime.

The fact that Poland’s transition was a peacefully negotiated compromise,
moderated by the Catholic Church and closely monitored from outside, without
any retributive measures against members of the old regime, had wide conse-
quences. These consequences can be divided into those that were short term and
others that were long term.

47 In 1988 Poland had begun negotiations on a trade agreement with the European Community. It

was signed in September 1989. Almost immediately, Poland requested the start of negotiations
for an Association Agreement (which would contain a full membership perspective). The request
granted, Poland and the EC negotiated for another two years, and then ratified the Agreement
despite strong opposition in the Polish Sejm. Poland then filed a request to start negotiations for
full membership in the European Union (which had emerged after the ratification of the Treaty
of Maastricht). For details, see Renata Duda, Integracja Polski z Uniq Europejskq: Wybrane
aspekty polityki integracyjnej w latach 1991-2004 (Wroclaw: Oficyna Wydawn. Arboretum,
2004), 5-16.

The majority of the research dealing with this nexus comes from the disciplines of political
science and law and is found in a new strand of literature called “Transitional Justice” (research
that is almost non-existent in Poland): Lavinia Stan, ed., Transitional Justice in Eastern Europe
and the Former Soviet Union. Reckoning with the Communist Past (London: Routledge, 2009);
Monika Nalepa, Skeletons in the Closet. Transitional Justice in Post-Communist Countries
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010).
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Short-term consequences

During the months following the June 1989 parliamentary elections, many of
the deputies of the former government proved their autonomy by demonstrating
that they were far from being satellites or puppets of the PUWP leadership. The
parties of the ancien régime began to come under huge pressure from Poland’s
blossoming pluralism. Party members contested their leadership, with PUWP
members of parliament voting down proposals from their leaders and instead
supporting motions from the Mazowiecki government. The striving for legitima-
cy that the elections had triggered brushed away the remnants of “democratic
centralism” with which the PUWP had so long been associated.

The opposition’s landslide victory on 4 June provided the transitional govern-
ment of Tadeusz Mazowiecki a huge amount of public trust, which he was able
to use for a radical economic reform program. This was supported by a strong
majority in parliament, which included many PUWP members, who tried their
best to obfuscate their political past through radical commitments to reform,
democracy, a market economy and the rule of law. During the autumn of 1989
the government pushed an enormous number of highly sensitive and socially
costly reform bills through the Sejm, whose members voted in endless night
sessions and extraordinary procedures in order to make these bills law by 1 Jan-
uary 1990. Many of these laws were highly detrimental to the aging state indus-
tries, to the highly subsidized agricultural sector, and to the bureaucratic state
banks. They all dominated an extremely consumer-unfriendly market that was
driven by supply rather than demand.* Within a year, this had changed radically:
Inflation fell from several hundred percent a year to a two-digit level, and the
fixed currency exchange rate (sustained by a stabilization reserve, funded by
Western creditors) caused a huge external trade deficit and put extreme pressure
on Polish suppliers, forcing them to cut costs.

Poland’s economy quickly became competitive, but the social cost was high:
unemployment rates rose from 0 to 10 percent, charities started to offer free meals
to homeless and unemployed people, and populist parties and politicians gained
increasing support. Under the influence of the austerity measures of Finance
Minister Leszek Balcerowicz, the parliamentary club of the Citizens’ Committee
disintegrated into a plethora of rival parties. After the elections in 1993 a coalition
of the postcommunist Alliance of the Democratic Left and the United Peasants’
Party, a former ally of the PUWP now refurbished as the Polish Peasants’ Party,
was able to form a cabinet.’® Poland became a multiparty democracy with a very
strong emphasis on “multiparty.”

4 Hartmut Kithn, Das Jahrzehnt der Solidarnosé. Die politische Geschichte Polens 1980—1990
(Berlin: Basisdruck, 1999).

0" For a criticism of economic policy, elite approaches to reform and the social consequences of
transition, see: David Ost, “Dlaczego polskie elity nie sa zainteresowane reszta spoleczenstwa?”
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During the early 1990s, due to party fragmentation and a low threshold for
entering the parliament, more than thirty parties held seats in the Sejm, and some
of the short-lived multiparty coalitions consisted of up to eight different parties.
At that time, the cleavage between supporters of national reconciliation and the
partisans of “reckoning with communism” was already prominent, but the basic
narrative of Poland’s march from communism to the round table and then to
freedom and sovereignty still remained largely uncontested. Mazowiecki’s gov-
ernment was criticized for its reluctance to hold leading members of the ancien
régime accountable for atrocities, for ruining the economy, and for depriving the
country of sovereignty and dignity.’' It was at the end of the 1990s when some-
thing new emerged, namely, “the black legend” of the round table talks. It had
never been a secret that deadlocks at the relatively crowded and heterogeneous
round table had been overcome by a smaller “core group” of representatives from
both sides (as well as representatives of the Catholic episcopate, who acted as
mediators). They met at a resort owned by the Ministry of the Interior in the
village of Magdalenka on the outskirts of Warsaw. At these talks, leading figures
of the opposition, including some trade unionists from Solidarity, met General
Kiszczak and other members of the PUWP’s Politburo. Kiszczak had taken care
that the negotiations were filmed, including some potentially discrediting scenes
showing opposition members drinking vodka with him. When these details were
published during subsequent election campaigns, they quickly reinforced the
rumors of an alleged “plot of the elites” and a “Magdalenka conspiracy.” By then,
the positive associations in the narrative about the round table had been gradual-
ly replaced by a negatively loaded “Magdalenka narrative,” which involved se-
cretive bargains between “communists and their former friends” who were “sell-
ing out national interests.” According to this “black legend” about the round table
talks in Magdalenka, the opposition leadership, in exchange for political power
and control over the security forces, had granted the top level perpetrators of the
old regime impunity as well as access to key sectors of the economy. “Magda-
lenka” became the codename for the cause of Poland’s numerous transition
problems, from corruption to political fragmentation, government instability and
even organized crime.

Newsweek, 6 January 2010, http://www.newsweek.pl/polska/dlaczego-polskie-elity-nie-sa-zain-
teresowane-reszta-spoleczenstwa,51248,5,1.html (accessed 8 July 2013); Stephen Crowley and
David Ost, Workers After Workers’ States (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2001); David Ost
and Hanna Jankowska, Kleska ‘Solidarnosci’. Gniew i polityka w postkomunistycznej Europie
(Warsaw: Warszawskie Wydawnictwo Literackie Muza, 2007).

Jan Olszewski and Ewa Polak-Patkiewicz, Prosto w oczy (Warsaw: Inicjatywa Wydawnicza “ad
astra,” 1997); Jarostaw Kaczynski, Michat Bichniewicz, and Piotr M. Rudnicki, Czas na zmiany
(Warsaw: Editions Spotkania, 1992). In the summer of 2010, 31 percent of the respondents polled
by the pollster firm CBOS (Centrum Badan Opinii Spotecznej) regarded the Magdalenka talks
as “a conspiracy of the elites.” http://biznes.onet.pl/polacy o magdalence okraglym stole i
poczuciu_zdrady,18515,3779648,1,onet-wiadomosci-detal and www.cbos.org/archiwum.
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In the intervening years, all of the sources about the round table talks and the
Magdalenka negotiations have been published, including the minutes taken by
Kiszczak’s assistant Krzysztof Dubinski, who published several books on the
topic.’> None of these sources allows such far-reaching conclusions to be drawn,
but paradoxically this has only reinforced the vigor of the “black legend.” Where-
as political anthropologists point to the lack of symbolic closure and catharsis in
Poland’s transition, a number of popular sociologists and political scientists go
much further and interpret the Magdalenka talks as the trigger that led to the
(alleged) emergence of secretive networks between former members of the secu-
rity forces, Party members, members of the communist nomenklatura, organized
crime and foreign secret services. These clandestine networks are suspected of
having undermined Poland’s transition, threatened the transparency of political
decision making, and contributed to a specific kind of political system,** which
Warsaw sociologist Jadwiga Staniszkis labels “postcommunism.” Postcommu-
nism—a term whose popularity goes far beyond sociological analysis—is con-
sidered a compromised form of fagade democracy, where all important decisions
are made behind a curtain and then formally confirmed by official institutions.*

Long-term consequences

As evidence from other transition countries shows, “reckoning with the past”
in penal terms and punishing perpetrators of past atrocities often does not help
root out the political legacy their rule has left behind. In many cases, it prompts
supporters of the fallen regime to create their own parties and pressure groups
and to seek rehabilitation, amnesty or even revenge. Meting out justice to former
communists meets popular demands, but it also raises the costs of reconstruction
and economic development and creates new and often lasting political splits that
complicate democratic decision making.

In Poland’s case, three distinct factors can be identified that contributed to a
swift and ultimately successful political and economic transition. First, the rela-

52 Krzysztof Dubinski, Wokot Okraglego Stotu (Warsaw: Krajowa Agencja Promocyjna, 1999), 31
(on his own role during the round table talks); idem, Magdalenka. Transakcja Epoki. Notatki z
poufinych rozmow Kiszczak-Watesa (Warsaw: Sylwa, 1990). In 2000 the Hoover Institution Ar-
chives acquired 23 manuscript boxes of Krzysztof Dubinski: http://www.oac.cdlib.org/findaid/
ark:/13030/kt3n39r64j/ (accessed 8 July 2013).

Andrzej Zybertowicz, W uscisku tajnych stuzb: upadek komunizmu i uktad postnomenklaturowy

(Komorow: Antyk, 1993); Andrzej Zybertowicz, and Radostaw Sojak, eds., Transformacja
podszyta przemocq: o nieformalnych mechanizmach przemian instytucjonalnych (Torun: Wy-
dawnictwo Naukowe Uniwersytetu Mikotaja Kopernika, 2008).
3¢ Jadwiga Staniszki, Postkomunizm: préba (Gdansk: Stowo, Obraz Terytoria, 2001); idem,

Post-communism: the emerging enigma (Warsaw: IPS PAS, 1999); idem, Postkomunistyczne
panstwo: w poszukiwaniu tozsamosci. Instytut Spraw Publicznych (Warsaw: ISP 2000).
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tively early prospect of becoming an associate of the EC and then full EU and
NATO membership helped prevent radical policy changes.”® Second, the actual
lack of retribution for members of the former establishment prevented them from
creating any kind of “revenge” pressure group or party, and their political repre-
sentation, the Alliance of the Democratic Left, quickly became a social demo-
cratic party that adopted a platform that was pro-Western, democratic, pluralistic
and even pro-capitalist. After regaining power (together with the smaller Peasants’
Party) in 1993, it never attempted to change the political system or reverse the
transition process. Due to the introduction of radical pro-market reforms in 1990,
many members of the former elite who had lost power were able to use their
resources and social capital to make money and form new careers in business.
This contributed to the social support of anti-communists, who demanded the
imposition of retroactive punishment or wanted the government to confiscate
“immorally” achieved wealth of former nomenklatura members, and at the same
time prevented any radical left wing movement from gaining support. Anti-West-
ern, anti-market and sometimes even anti-democratic and populist sentiments
were mobilized by the radical right, whereas the left end of the political specter
remained pro-capitalist, moderate and democratic.’®

The third factor contributing to the success of transition was the strategic
decision of the postcommunist left to base their legitimacy on former social
democratic tendencies (from prewar times, emigration and internal PUWP oppo-
sition) and from their government record between 1993 and 1997 rather than on
an ideological defense of the People’s Republic and its alleged achievements.
This decision was partly driven by the aforementioned lack of retribution and the
new opportunities that the transition had provided for the former nomenklatura.

The lack of catharsis and the impossibility of holding the former leadership
of the PUWP and of Jaruzelski’s junta legally accountable have certainly contrib-
uted to the rise of populist tendencies in Poland at the beginning of the new
century.’’ They are, however, not the only causes of these tendencies. The lack
of a strong symbolic cut with the past has led to the emergence of several sub-
stitutes. An incremental inclusiveness of Poland’s collective memory about the
communist times, which has begun to see both communists and anti-communists

55 Such a perspective was lacking in parts of Europe and the post-Soviet space, where violent eth-
nic conflicts interrupted transition. Jerzy Wiatr, Europa postkomunistyczna. Przemiany panstw i
spoteczenstw po 1989 roku (Warsaw: Scholar, 2006), 82—108.

Klaus Bachmann, Polens Uhren gehen anders. Warschau vor der Osterweiterung der EU (Stutt-
gart: Hohenheim Verlag, 2001), 25-59.

See David Ost, and Hanna Jankowska, Kleska ,, Solidarnosci*: gniew i polityka w postkomu-
nistycznej Europie (Warsaw: Warszawskie Wydawnictwo Literackie Muza, 2007); Jan Kubik,
The Power of Symbols against the Symbols of Power. The Rise of Solidarity and the Fall of State
Socialism of Poland (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1994). Ost identifies
the lack of politicization of economic transition as the main source of populism, not the lack of
retribution.
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as “good patriots,”® is accompanied by an ever more exclusive historical policy,
which idealizes the radical anti-communist opposition and individual extremists
who favored armed fight over civil protest. At the same time, the legalist oppo-
sition of the late 1940s, such as the anti-communist part of the Peasants’ Party
and the moderate Catholic opposition has been overlooked.

The attractiveness this patriotic narrative still has in Poland can be explained
by the relative ease with which it can be used in political fights as well as for
patriotic education. It is additionally reinforced by the historical policies of the
Institute of National Remembrance (IPN), a huge and influential state institution
that was created with clear and unambiguous political intentions. However, due to
the complexities of the democratic process, the IPN is now largely insulated from
direct party influence. The IPN was initially established to archive, administrate
and analyze Poland’s secret police files, which survived the transition process and
their mass destruction that was initiated by Poland’s last communist minister of
the interior, General Czeslaw Kiszczak, who resigned in the summer of 1990. Due
to extensive government funding, the IPN dominates large parts of Polish histo-
riography concerning the postwar period, communism and the history of the
democratic opposition. IPN publications include extensive editions of sources,
monographs, edited volumes and many periodical series. These all share some
common features. First, they advance the above-mentioned patriotic narrative by
reducing the scope of their research to three actors: the anti-communist opposition,
the regime, and the Catholic Church. Second, they rely largely on the secret service
files, and either ignore other sources or deliberately refuse to compare them to the
secret police archives. This results in historical accounts that are either anecdotal
or strongly biased because of their focus on the relatively small minority of actors
who actually took sides in the conflicts that tormented Poland under communist
rule—the politically active part of the anti-communist opposition, priests and
bishops, and the regime’s leaders and its security sector. * Despite a huge amount

8 Actually General Jaruzelski became extremely popular after imposing martial law, and retained

this popularity until the early 1990s. During the decades following 1989 a higher percentage of
respondents have seen martial law as a “necessary measure” to avoid Soviet intervention than
was the case when martial law was introduced—and this despite a huge amount of archival evi-
dence that points to the contrary. This evidence shows that it was Jaruzelski in 1981 who asked
his interlocutors in Moscow to increase public pressure on Poland in order to intimidate the op-
position and reinforce his own position. The Soviet leadership refused to intervene militarily and
made it clear, that “the Poles had to sort it out between themselves.” Andrzej Paczkowski, Droga
do “mniejszego zla”. Strategia i taktyka obozu wladzy lipiec 1980—styczen 1982 (Cracow: Wyd.
Literackie, 2002), 206—10, 246—68.
In 2010 the IPN organized a conference and invited its critics. The goal of the conference was to
assess the quality and overall tendency of IPN public relations and book production. A summary
can be found in Adam Leszczynski, “IPN bez taryfy ulgowej.” Gazeta Wyborcza. 9 Dec. 2010,
http://wyborcza.pl/1,76842,8790004,IPN_bez taryfy ulgowej.html; idem, “Czy IPN moze by¢
zbawiony?” Gazeta Wyborcza 10 Jan. 2011, http://wyborcza.pl/1,76842,8922040,Czy IPN
moze byc zbawiony .html.
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of edited sources and despite the accessibility of all government archives concern-
ing state-church relations, the role of the Catholic Church is still one of the big
enigmas in historical research on 1989. This is due to a lack of access to the Church
archives, which are not subject to the regulations pertaining to the state and PUWP
archives.®® Another reason is the specific paradigm that most historians apply when
delving into Church documents.®! They treat the Church as a part of the opposition,
an actor who, with a certain degree of independence, followed the same agenda
as the opposition. In some cases, the Church hierarchy (the level of local priests
is seldom a research topic) is presented as a kind of “honest broker” between “the
authorities” and the opposition. But the Church is never regarded as an autonomous
actor with own potentially “selfish” interests that may have differed from the
objectives of the opposition.®? According to this perspective, bishops intervened in
order to accelerate the transition process, eliminate obstacles and ease tensions,
but never in order to forward their own agenda.

The IPN’s focus on the State Security police and the political opposition ne-
glects the attitudes and activities of the majority of the population, which at all
times refrained from direct political engagement. Actually, the IPN’s narrative is
much less a history of Poland or the Poles than a history of those who fought to
support Poland and the Poles, and who claimed at the same time to represent
either the majority or even “the whole nation.” To the same extent, leading intel-
lectuals of the political opposition during and after martial law also pretended to
fight for the interests of the Polish nation as a whole, as was the claim of the
protagonists of the PUWP, whose governments after 1981 declared that they
represented the interest of “the nation” more than they claimed to fight for class
interests, a world revolution or against reactionaries.

% Except for the documents that were either burnt in 1990 by the Ministry of the Interior or were
later handed over to the new secret services (because they contained information about infor-
mants who were still operational), all state archives relevant for research about 1989 are today
publicly accessible. This is true for the government documents and the PUWP archives, which
are stored at the Archiwum Akt Nowych, as well as for the secret police archives, held by the
IPN.

Many documents in the state archives have been published by Peter Raina and others. Peter
K. Raina, Droga do “Okrqglego Stotu”: zakulisowe rozmowy przygotowawcze (Warsaw: von
Borowiecky, 1999); idem, Kosciot katolicki a panstwo w swietle dokumentow 1945-1989, vol.
3: 1975-1989 (Poznan: Pelplin, 1996); idem, Rozmowy z wladzami PRL. Arcybiskup Dagbrows-
ki w stuzbie Kosciota i narodu (Warsaw: Wydawnictwo “Ksiazka Polska,” 1995). In the last
monograph, the archbishop Dabrowski acts “in the service of the Church and the nation,” which
suggests congruence between the interests of both.

The title of Dudek’s and Gryz’ book is paradigmatic for this approach, where one finds “the
communists” (non-capitalized) against “the Church” (capitalized). Antoni Dudek and Ryszard
Gryz, komunisci i Kosciot w Polsce 1945—1989 (Cracow: Znak, 2003). Elsewhere Dudek is
much more critical about the policies of the Church hierarchy: idem, Reglamentowana rewo-
lucja: rozktad dyktatury komunistycznej w Polsce 1988—1990 (Cracow: Wydawnictwo Arcana,
2004), 79-90.
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In a fine, clearly structured and compelling analysis, Zaremba has shown why
and how Poland’s ruling elite during the People’s Republic shifted from its failed
internationalist strategy during the Stalinist period to a more and more national
and even nationalist and chauvinist strategy during the following decades.® His
book reveals how, in the end, the leadership of the ruling establishment, on one
hand, and the political opposition, on the other, competed for national (rather than
social) legitimacy. General Jaruzelski’s speeches refer just as often to notions of
“national salvation,” “national unity” and patriotism as those of Lech Watgsa
when he addressed his supporters. Poland’s post-transition discourse was domi-
nated by notions of sovereignty, independence, national pride and honor, rather
than by references to democracy, pluralism or human rights.

Neither the intentions of the protagonists nor the activities of the secret police
decided the outcome of this struggle. It was rather the attitudes, convictions and
the readiness for engagement of the largely undecided and hesitating bystanders,
all factors that remain outside the popular patriotic narrative and the view of IPN
researchers and their perpetrator/victim/hero paradigm. It must be mentioned that
due to the specific materials and the methods applied by sociologists, this para-
digm never prevailed in the sociological analyses of the People’s Republic’s
everyday life. Even under censorship, sociological accounts of Poland’s society
during and after 1989 depict a much more nuanced and complex picture than the
concept of an alleged conflict of “the regime against the nation” has ever sug-
gested.*

It is probably not accidental that today younger authors are applying socio-
logical viewpoints and methods as well as tools from social psychology and social
history when beginning to delve more deeply into societal moods and fashions,
everyday life, as well as the dreams and conflicts, convictions and attitudes of
the “ordinary citizen.”® Some examples include the economy of queuing® or the
mechanisms governing the black market.®” Alltagsgeschichte, the history of ev-
eryday life, has a long tradition in Polish historiography, as exemplified by the
books of Tomasz Szarota about everyday life in occupied Warsaw®® or even much

¢ Marcin Zaremba, Komunizm, legitymizacja, nacjonalizm: nacjonalistyczna legitymizacja
wladzy komunistycznej w Polsce (Warsaw: Wydawn. Trio, ISP PAN, 2001), 383-96.
¢ Wiadystaw Adamski, Krzysztof Jasiewicz, Lena Kolarska-Bobinska, Andrzej Rychard, and Ed-
ward Wnuk-Lipinski, eds., Polacy 88. Dynamika konfliktu a szanse reform. Raport z badania
“Sprawy Polakow ‘87" (Warsaw: Instytut Filozofii i Socjologii. Polska Akademia Nauk, 1989).
Barbara Klich-Kluczewska, Przez dziurke od klucza. Zycie prywatne w Krakowie (1945—1989)
(Warsaw: Trio, 2005).
% Malgorzata Mazurek, Spoleczeristwo kolejki. O doswiadczeniach niedoboru 1945-1989 (War-

saw: Trio, 2010).

7 Jerzy Kochanowski, Tyinymi drzwiami. “Czarny rynek” w Polsce 1944—1989 (Warsaw: Neri-
ton, 2010).
Tomasz Szarota, Okupowanej Warszawy dzien powszedni (Warsaw: Czytelnik, 2010); idem, Zy-

cie codzienne w stolicach okupowanej Europy. Szkice historyczne i kronika (Warsaw: Czytelnik,
1995).
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earlier monographs dealing with peasants’ life in interwar Poland. Not the ap-
proach itself is new, but the material on which it is based. The new wave of this
strand of social history does not ignore the party archives and the secret police
files, all of which are now accessible to the public, but also examines unpublished
diaries, personal interviews, newspaper archives and archives of institutions that
have been much less penetrated by historians than the party archives, the secret
police files or the cellars of the army, the Ministry of the Interior, or Poland’s
Foreign Office.” Recent publications have been based on the archives of the
Television and Radio Committee,” the Agency for the Control of Publications
and Public Performances (which was responsible for the carrying out censor-
ship)”' and private documents in local archives.

Historians have always had an interest in debating the means and aims of
censorship, but still today, Poland lacks a comprehensive theoretical and empir-
ical account of its censorship mechanisms. Most articles and books on the subject
are purely descriptive and often normative, seeing censorship as just another tool
for regimes to oppress societies. The same is true regarding the media in the
People’s Republic. Romek’s most recent book on censorship provides detailed
stories about specific cases, including extensive quotes from the sources which
show that censorship can also be regarded from a different perspective—as a
place where compromises about interpretations of the past were negotiated.”
During these negotiations, the state institution had initially more leverage than
the other side—usually the author, who was often supported by his editor. Later,
after the emergence of a strong and competitive second market that was beyond
the scope of the censors’ influence, the bargaining power of authors increased
considerably. This point shows that at least in this respect, liberalization was
actually imposed on the government from the bottom up, rather than granted by
reform-minded rulers who had recognized the wind of change and adapted to it.
This case contradicts the top-down version of gradually applied liberalization
during and after martial law, but it is also not a case for the “society against the
regime” paradigm, since the actors in the clandestine book market, the authors
and their readers, constituted only a marginal section of the overall population.

8 Krzysztof Dabek, PZPR. Retrospektywny portret wiasny (Warsaw: Trio, 2006).

0 Klaus Bachmann, Repression, Protest, Toleranz Wertewandel und Vergangenheitsbewdltigung
in Polen nach 1956 (Dresden: Neisse Verlag, 2010); Patryk Pleskot, Wielki maly ekran. Telewiz-
Jja a codziennos¢ Polakow w Latach szesédziesiqtych (Warsaw: Trio, 2007); and (for later peri-
ods) Lechostaw Gawlikowski, and Yvette Meisser Moreno, “Audience to Western Broadcasts
to Poland during the Cold War,” in A. Ross Johnson and R. Eugene Parta, ed., Cold War Broad-
casting. Impact on the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. A collection of studies and documents
(Budapest, New York: Central European University Press, 2010), 121-41.

Zbigniew Romek, Cenzura a nauka historyczna w Polsce 1944—1970 (Warsaw: Neriton, IH
PAN, 2010).
2 Ibid.
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ANDREAS OPLATKA

HUNGARY 1989: RENUNCIATION OF
POWER AND POWER-SHARING

To some degree the course taken by the events in Hungary in 1989 was similar
to that in the other communist countries, but it was also different. The similari-
ties need no explanation. The differences do. They were based on two elements.
First, Hungary was the only country in the Eastern bloc where self-liberation, as
a major factor, included an important historical feature: rehabilitating the 1956
Hungarian revolution.! Second, Hungary made a significant contribution to the
unification of Germany by dismantling the Iron Curtain and opening its bor-
der for citizens of the German Democratic Republic. This Hungarian decision
marked the beginning of the GDR’s collapse and helped end the Cold War.

The latter difference, the opening of the border, was made possible only with-
in the framework of the political events in 1989 and was only one part of the
process of transformation that took place in Hungary that year. In contrast, the
impact of the 1956 Hungarian revolution had already left a profound mark on the
country for four decades and thus, indeed, the history of 1989 started in Hungary
in 1956. Therefore, before dealing with the period of transformation we must
take a short look at the revolution and, specifically, at its aftermath.

The experience of the revolution was in many respects characteristic of a
number of moments in Hungarian history. Resistance against foreign rulers, the
use of force even in desperate situations and against mighty enemies, and the
fight for independence are all components of the Hungarian historical heritage.
In this respect, the movement in 1956 stood in a direct line with the revolution
of 1848-49.

The popular uprising of 1956 is indisputably well documented. The Budapest
Institute for the Study of the History of the Revolution has done the most thor-
ough work in this area. Above all, the Institute’s yearbooks should be mentioned,
which contain articles about relevant new releases as well as the general research
situation. A summit in this research was undoubtedly reached in 1996 on the oc-

' Czechoslovakia also had to rehabilitate a historic event, the “Prague Spring.” But in contrast to
Hungary’s reassessment of its popular uprising, this rehabilitation did not occur at the beginning
of the “Velvet Revolution”; unlike in Hungary, it was not a catalyst for the events nor did it even
speed them up. In 1989 Prague, the ideas of 1968, again in contrast to the case in Hungary, were
no longer popular, just as in 1989 Alexander Dubcek played only a minor role. In other words:
the “Prague Spring” was not a constituent part of the “Velvet Revolution.” In contrast, in 1989
Hungary consciously referred to the 1956 rebellion and its ideas: the earlier demands for inde-
pendence, rule of law and a multiparty system.
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casion of the fortieth anniversary of the uprising. A number of Soviet documents
that had become available as a result of the dissolution of the Soviet Union five
years earlier enabled new insights to be gained. These findings were present-
ed at a multi-day conference held by the Institute, in which Russian historians
also participated. The corresponding contributions can be found in the Yearbook
1996-97.

The scholarly output on the occasion of the fiftieth anniversary was much
more modest, which implies that research on this topic had reached a certain sat-
uration point. This probably also explains why several researchers at the Institute
have focused on the Kadar era as their object of study.?

In addition to political, sociological and economic aspects, studies in Hunga-
ry on the Kadar era have mainly focused on the person Janos Kadar. This is not
surprising, since Kadar stood at the tip of the power pyramid for over thirty years
and shaped an epoch. Above all, his transformation is startling: from a hated pup-
pet and the cruel executor of Moscow at the beginning of his career, to becoming
the respected and sometimes even popular puritanical father of his country. Giv-
en this development, it can be said that in the twentieth century Kadar was one of
Hungary’s most enigmatic figures.’

Most of the works mentioned in this study are entirely or partly devoted to
the change of system in 1989-90. They will not be mentioned individually here,
but it should nonetheless be noted that their bibliographies also contain relevant

2 The director of the Institute, historian Janos M. Rainer, has published a biography of Imre

Nagy, also available in German, and a collection of essays on various aspects of the period until
1989, including work on the development of the conditions that led to the events of 1989: Janos
M. Rainer, Otvenhat utin (Budapest: 1956-os Intezet, 2003). In a book published in 2008,
Rainer has also examined the early Kadar era. By examining intelligence archival materials he
traces the spying conducted from 1957 to 1989 on Jézsef Antall, the first freely elected prime
minister after 1989: Janos M. Rainer, Jelentések halojaban (Budapest: 1956-o0s Intézet, 2008).
Another researcher at the Institute who is particularly interested in the international context has
published a collection of studies dealing with the postwar period, from the rise and seizure of
power of the communist party until the collapse of single-party state: Csaba Békés, Eurdpabol
Eurépaba. Magyarorszag konfliktusok kereszttiizében, 1945—1990 (Budapest: Gondolat, 2004).
The last essay in the volume examines the international background of the 1989 changes in
East-Central Europe. Békés’ bibliography contains a long list of references to thematically
related works in Hungarian, Russian and English.
There is also no lack of popular scholarly literature. Noteworthy, however, is the two-volume
biography by Tibor Huszar, Kadar Janos politikai életrajza (Budapest: Szabadtér Kiado and
Kossuth Kiado, 2001-03). A picture of Kadar that is scarcely known by the general population
is found in Laszl6 Varga, Kadar Janos birdai eltt (Budapest: Napvilag, 2006). With the help of
a large number of contemporary documents contained in an appendix to this volume, the pro-
gression through the years 1949-56 of the ruthless, power-hungry Kédar can be seen: playing
an evil role at the show trial of Laszl6 Rajk, then he himself being sentenced in a court farce
to life imprisonment by his comrades, and then after his early release from prison his prompt
return to the party to continue his march to the top.
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material.* The memoirs of some of the politicians who played a role in the system
changes in 1989 have been published.’

Material about the recent past in Hungary and documents relating to the com-
munist state period and its end are currently—not exclusively, but mainly—ac-
cessible in two places: at the National Archives and the Historical Archives of the
State Security Services, both in Budapest. The law that governs these archives
obliges public authorities and institutions to transfer their records to the relevant
archives after no more than fifteen years. In the last two decades the law has often
remained unobserved. For example, when in 2005-07 the author of this study
was doing research on the political and diplomatic circumstances under which
the western border of Hungary was opened for East German refugees in Septem-
ber 1989, he received special permission from the prime minister’s office to see
the minutes of the 1989 ministerial meetings. These documents should have been
stored at the National Archives by the end of 2004.

In 2012, all of the applicable files of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs were
available at the National Archives. But since some stocks are still closed, not
everything is accessible. Nonetheless, at least in recent years there have been a
number of cases in which ministerial experts have been granted access to mate-
rial before the stipulated opening date. The same is true of the documents in the
prime minister’s office. Also the minutes of the Council of Ministers from 1989
are now available. With a few exceptions, for which access is expected soon, the
entire inventory of the existing files of the ruling communist party up to 1989 is
accessible.

In 1993 the National Archives published in two large volumes containing the
minutes of the meetings held in 1989 by the Party’s Central Committee. Anoth-
er useful volume contains the minutes of the discussions between Hungarian

4 In addition to those listed, two more books deal with the process leading to the dissolution

of the single-party state: Zoltan Ripp, Rendszervaltas Magyarorszdagon 1987-1990 (Budapest:
Napvilag, 2006) and Ignac Romsics: Volt egyszer egy rendszervaltas (Budapest: Rubicon-Haz,
2003); German: Es war einmal: Ungarns Aufbruch zur Demokratie (Herne: Gabriele Schéfer,
20006). The first volume (2006) is primarily analytical; the second, published in 2003, contains
a chronological presentation of the facts together with a brief commentary.
Gyula Horn, Célopok (Budapest: Zenit Konyvek, 1991), German: Freiheit, die ich meine
(Hamburg: Hoffmann und Campe, 1991). From a scholarly-historical perspective, particularly
Horn’s remarks about the year 1989 must carry a number of question marks. In addition to
the volume already mentioned, Imre Pozsgay published a second book of memoirs: Korona-
tanu és tettestars (Budapest: Korona Kaido, 1998). Political memoirs focusing on the 1989
upheaval were published in 1994 by the then minister of justice: Kalman Kulcsar, Keér vilag
kozott. Rendszervaltas Magyarorszagon 1988-1990 (Budapest: Akadémiai Kiado, 1994), Ger-
man: Systemwechsel in Ungarn 1988—1990 (Frankfurt am Main: V. Klostermann, 1997). Rezs6
Nyers was member of the leadership of the communist party, and in 1968 was considered one
of the creators of the Hungarian economic reform. His memoirs were published in interview
form in 2004: Huszar Tibor, Beszélgetések Nyers Rezsével ([Budapest]: Kossuth, [2004]).
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officials and the last Soviet leader, Mikhail Gorbachev, found in the Soviet and
Hungarian Party archives.®

Finally, there is a problem concerning the documents of the Ministry of the
Interior from the period before 1989. In Hungarian professional circles, there is
proof that during the transition period from late 1989 to early 1990, this ministry
destroyed large numbers of files; it is thus today not possible to aim for complete-
ness. In addition to this, until today only one part—and that, a very modest part—
of the files of the communist secret services in Hungary are accessible, especially
due to the rigid refusal of the post-1990 political elite. Twenty-two years after the
democratic fresh start, a complete disclosure of the lists of agents and informants
of the former State Security is still an unresolved issue. This puts a burden on pub-
lic life and leads to many unproven suspicions. But individual historians continue
to meticulously examine material held in the Historical Archives of the Secret
Police and spectacular revelations appear regularly in the media.’

In view of this situation, if we ask what is needed in connection with the topic
at hand, the answer is easy. And the need is very modest, at least from the schol-
arly point of view. Here we do not need several new works, a single one will do.
Of course for this—and this is not such modest request—the government would
have to release all of the records from the last years of the single-party state. On
this basis, a comprehensive study could then be written with a title along the lines
of: The Role of the Hungarian Ministry of the Interior and its Executors at the
Turn of 1989-90.

Defeat and compromise

After fierce battles, the occupation power—Soviet troops—crushed the 1956
uprising, with about 2,500 Hungarians and 700 Soviet soldiers losing their lives.
By 1958, more than 14,000 people had been imprisoned and 229 executed.® The
Soviet victory was absolute. The ruling communist Hungarian Socialist Worker’s
Party, now under the leadership of Janos Kadar, could be re-established in pow-

¢ Laszl6 Soos, ed., A Magyar Szocialista Munkdspdrt Kozponti Bizottsaganak 1989. évi
Jjegyzdékonyvei, 2 vols. (Budapest: Magyar Orszagos Levéltar, 1993); Magdolna Barath and
Janos M. Rainer, eds., Gorbacsov targyalasai magyar vezetokkel : dokumentumok az egykori
SZKP és MSZMP archivumaibol 1985—1991 (Budapest: 1956-os Intézet, 2000).
Quite a lot of attention has been given to a comprehensive study written by two such specialists,
despite the fact that of necessity it only presents examples: Gabor Tabajdi and Krisztian Ungvary,
Elhallgatott mult. A partallam és a beliigy 1956-1990 (Budapest: 1956-os Intézet, 2008). In a
similar manner a stir was recently caused by the two-volume work: Tamas Szényei, 7itkos irds—
Allambiztonsdgi szolgdlat és irodalmi élet, 1956—1990 (Budapest: Noran Konyveshaz, 2012).
For the Hungarian revolution in figures, see Andras B. Hegeds, Tibor Beck, Pal Germuska,
eds., 1956 kézikonyve, vol. 3: Péter Kende and Attila Szakolczai, Megtorlas és emlékezés (Bu-
dapest: 1956-o0s Intézet, 1996), 303—12.
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er, and any reference to the events in the autumn of 1956 henceforth had to use
the term “counterrevolution.” Nonetheless, the Hungarian experience also had a
positive aspect. From the late 1960s it became evident that the resistance had paid
a political dividend. The desperate use of force had made an impression on the
Soviet side. After 1956 the Kremlin treated Hungary noticeably more carefully
than it did its other satellite countries. In these circumstances, economic reforms
became possible; small private enterprises in the services field and private entre-
preneurship in agriculture were slowly introduced, despite this going against the
communist dogma.’ With a sort of dry humor, Hungarians gave this period the
later well-known name “goulash communism.”

Perhaps of greater importance than Hungary’s relative economic wellbeing
(albeit at the cost of a rapidly growing foreign debt, as will be examined below)
was the easing of the political atmosphere. From the late 1960s the Kadar era,
which lasted from 1956 to 1988—89, remains in the memory of the majority of
the population in Hungary as a relatively tolerable, paternalistic dictatorship. And
though it offered little, the minimalist welfare state nonetheless guaranteed a basic
social security. Half a century later, the memory is rather faded of the first phase
of Kadar’s consolidation rule, whose terrorist methods only ended in 1962—63,
especially with the comprehensive (but not absolute) amnesty for the convicted
participants of the uprising. After this, political trials were gradually discontinued,
and the party leadership stopped requiring celebrations and loud confessions of
loyalty. The first passports for travelling to the West were issued in the spring of
1961, although the procedure was long associated with lengthy and often humili-
ating inspections. Trips to the West for whole families then became generally pos-
sible in the 1970s, and from 1 January 1988 Hungarian citizens were entitled to
permanently possess a passport valid for all countries. Cultural life became richer
from the late 1960s. The borders were gradually opened for Western books, artists
and scientists. While the party continued to keep everyday life under control, it
was now a sort of soft dictatorship, a silent compromise between the regime and
the populace, not true totalitarian rule. Again with the same dry humor touched
with bitterness, Hungarians described their country as “the most joyful barrack in
the camp.”!?

The party, however, failed in its attempts to annihilate the revolution in every-
body’s memory. The country was silent, but the events of October and November
1956 remained an unsettled matter between the leadership and the people. Kadar,
who was a mild dictator, might have acquired a certain popularity had it not been
clear that the specific Hungarian situation in the 1970s and 80s was not due to

° Endre Antal, “Land- und Forstwirtschaft,” in Klaus-Detlev Grothusen, ed., Siidosteuropa-Hand-
buch: Ungarn (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1987), 355-82.

10 On “goulash communism” and the “socialist consumer society,” see Roger Gough, 4 Good
Comrade: Janos Kaddar. Communism and Hungary (London: Tauris, 2006), 150-61; Arpad von
Klimo: Ungarn seit 1945 (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2006), 152-57.
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any unexpected humanitarian kindness of his regime. A better explanation for the
“liberal” way Hungary was treated could be found in the anxiety of the Hungarian
communists: They remembered 1956 and had learned their lesson during the rev-
olution. They were convinced that a repetition of the revolution should be avoided
at all costs.

Transition through negotiation

This reform period—roughly seen, the last twenty years of communist rule
before its collapse in 1989—gave Hungary a better starting position for recon-
structing a pluralistic democracy and a market economy. The changes that Hunga-
ry underwent did not happen as brutally and suddenly, from one day to the next,
as they did in the other Soviet satellite states. The contrast was especially striking
between the behavior of the party leaders in those countries and the Hungarian
politicians. Gustav Husak and Milo$ Jakes in Prague and Erich Honecker in East
Berlin tried to maintain orthodox forms of communist power until the last minute,
as did, clearly, the Stalinist dictator Nicolae Ceausescu in Bucharest. The majority
of the Hungarian post-Kadarian leadership acted differently. While the transition
to a pluralistic democracy in Hungary was a result of the general circumstances in
Europe, the economic failure of the regime and, within this framework, popular
pressure and the activities of the newly organized opposition, to an important ex-
tent, transformation also occurred with the collaboration of reform-minded com-
munists. Many were wise enough to realize that their time was over. Thus they
gave way, accepted negotiations about the instating of democratic institutions, and
stepped down peacefully when their party lost the first free elections in the spring
of 1990."

It was thus the ruling elite who opened the Hungarian-Austrian border. The
decision in February 1989 to create a crack in the Iron Curtain was taken by the
Politburo of the party. In the following weeks, power gradually moved from the
Politburo into the hands of the government. Consequently, it was Prime Minister
Miklos Németh who accepted responsibility for the Hungarian authorities giving
permission, in late August, to East German refugees on Hungarian soil to leave for
Austria, thus enabling them to continue on to the Federal Republic."

Which significant events preceded the big shift of 1989? One might look any-
where in the chronology, for instance 1985. This was the year that Mikhail Gor-
bachev came to power in Moscow. In the same year parliamentary und communal
elections took place in Hungary. For the first time since 1947 and according to a

" Rudolf L. T6kés, Hungary s Negotiated Revolution: Economic Reform, Social Change and Po-
litical Succession, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), esp. 305-56.

12 Andreas Oplatka, Der erste Riss in der Mauer. September 1989—Ungarn offnet die Grenze
(Vienna: Paul Zsolnay, 2009), esp. 170-84.
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law passed by the Hungarian Parliament in 1983, the nomination of more than
one candidate was obligatory. True, the attempts of oppositional groups to present
their own candidates were prevented by the powers of the state. But despite of this
sabotage, 10.5 percent of all candidates elected in June 1985 were supposedly in-
dependent. In the same month, a first general meeting of the various oppositional
organizations took place. The delegates from these groups, at that time still unit-
ed, debated the economic decline and presented their propositions for correction.
State authorities did not prosecute the participants.

A year later, in 1986, the behavior of the authorities had changed. On 15
March, the anniversary of the outbreak of the liberal revolution in 1848, police in
Budapest brutally attacked a demonstration of oppositional groups trying to con-
duct private celebrations. In the same year, the cultural journal Tiszatdj was not
allowed to publish for six months. The reason was a reference that had been made
to the “revolution” of 1956. However, in October the association of Hungarian
writers revolted against this decision after a vote taken at its general assembly: All
Stalinist figures were expelled from the association’s presiding committee.

In 1987 several articles on economic reform appeared, some in official jour-
nals and others in illegal yet tolerated publications. Their authors—reform-mind-
ed economists—criticized the communist system severely and presented count-
er-propositions. Nonetheless, in the political sections of their analyses, even the
most radical opponents of communism still declared that changes had to take
place within the framework of the existing balance of power. For them, as they
supposed in their “sober and realistic” manner, pluralistic democracy was but a
dream.

Facts and actions, however, did not correspond to this pessimistic attitude.
The Hungarian Democratic Forum was founded already in September 1987, and
the Alliance of Young Democrats (FIDESZ) and the Alliance of Free Democrats
(SZDSZ) followed a year later, as did the resurrection of the traditional Party of
Smallholders. These political parties were finally granted a legal basis only after
1989. When they were founded, still under the communist-ruled state, they were
considered movements. For their founding they used a strange loophole that exist-
ed due to negligence on the part of the state powers: Paragraph 65 of the Hungari-
an Constitution guaranteed the right to form organizations, adding that this would
be regulated by law. This law was however never adopted.

Kadar steps down

The long-term rule of Janos Kéadar came to an end in May 1988. He lost his
position, or rather was overthrown, within the communist party itself. In Budapest
a month later, the first mass demonstration of the opposition that had the blessing of
the authorities took place: a protest rally against Ceausescu’s plans to destroy six to
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seven thousand villages in Romania, which presented a particular risk to the Hun-
garian minority and their still-cohesive settlements. This was the largest demon-
stration that had taken place in Budapest since the days of the revolution of 1956.

Politically, the year 1989 was introduced by Imre Pozsgay, who belonged to
the Politburo of the ruling party. Since the mid-1980s he had distinguished himself
as the leading reformist politician of the country. In an interview on Hungarian
radio at the end of January, Pozsgay referred to the opinion of a commission of
historians and stated that it was not a counterrevolution that had taken place in
1956, but a popular uprising. The legitimacy of communist rule was thus openly
questioned. Two weeks later, the Central Committee of the communist party ac-
cepted the introduction of pluralistic democracy. Of course this meant the recogni-
tion of other political parties. It remained, however, uncertain when elections were
to be held. Indeed, we have good reason to believe that many functionaries, above
all Karoly Groész, the leader of the communist party at the time, still had strong
mental reservations. In their minds, an arrangement had to be found that allowed
the communist party to remain in power. '

On 15 March 1989—again the day commemorating the 1848 revolution—more
than 100,000 people demonstrated in Budapest for political rights. Three months
later, on 16 June, more than 200,000 persons gathered on Budapest’s Heroes’ Square
to attend a funeral celebration. The mortal remains of Imre Nagy, the prime minis-
ter in the revolutionary government of 1956 who had been executed in 1958, were
reburied. From 13 June until 18 September, following the example of Poland, round
table negotiations were held between the Hungarian Socialist Worker’s Party and
the oppositional parties. The subjects that were discussed included power sharing,
preparation for elections, and the modification of the constitution. On 10 September,
the government of Németh, as already mentioned, opened Hungary’s western border
for citizens of the German Democratic Republic to pass. On 23 October—the day
the uprising of 1956 had started—Hungary was proclaimed a republic, replacing the
Soviet term “people’s republic.” At the end of the same month, a new election law
took effect. And on 1 January 1990, the newly created Constitutional Court began
its activities. The elections in April 1990, which were entirely free, were won by
Jozsef Antall’s Democratic Forum. Antall formed a coalition government in which
the former communists, now the Socialist Party, did not participate.

Economic decline and debt

This brief overview of the main events taking place in the years leading up to
1989 needs to be augmented with some remarks on particular background ele-
ments. Today, it is common for Hungarian politicians from all parties to declare that

13 T6kés, Negotiated revolution, 301-3.
4 Tgnac Romsics, Magyarorszag torténete a XX. szazadban (Budapest: Osiris, 1999), 361-98.
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the 1956 revolution found its perfect fulfillment in 1989. Indeed, there is more truth
to this statement than most speakers realize. Despite its defeat, the revolution, as we
have seen, never ceased to influence the fate of the country. In the late 1960s and in
the 1970s, Hungarians had to thank the street-fighters of 1956 for the better treat-
ment given to the entire country. Indeed, in 1956 the Hungarian communists had
learned their lesson—respect for their own people. Also the Kremlin recognized that
in this country they could not expect the same material and political conditions to
be accepted as did the population of the Soviet Union. As described above, in these
years there was an easing of the planned economy and a petit bourgeoisie was es-
tablished, which while modest had a certain degree of well-being. Kadar’s policies
were directed by the conviction that the living standards of the “working people,”
as low as they may have been, had to improve from year to year. The deep social
dissatisfaction of the early 1950s was not to return and lead to a similar outburst
of violence. However from the late 1970s, when the prices for crude oil and raw
materials rose steeply and the terms of trade worsened for the communist countries,
Hungary was no longer able to maintain Kadar’s political guidelines.

The solution chosen by the Hungarian authorities consisted in borrowing mon-
ey on the Western market. Living standards were henceforth maintained through
foreign loans, but the country’s debt grew dramatically. State bankruptcy could
only be avoided in 1982 by Hungary joining the International Monetary Fund
(IMF). Indeed, this was a courageous step, since Moscow disliked the IMF and
called it an instrument of Western imperialists. The conditions imposed on Hun-
gary by the IMF seemed to bring some improvement, but already two years later,
in the spring of 1984, Kadar spoke out against the measures being enforced to
cut expenses. In spite of continued borrowing, the regime was unable to stem the
worsening of living conditions. Németh, who became prime minister in Novem-
ber 1988 and was therefore one of the leading figures during the transition period
of 1989-90, was at this time a young economist. He describes his reaction to
Kadar’s interference in the following way: The moment the party leader vetoed
economic reason, he realized that the system could not be reformed and was con-
demned to failure.'> The late 1980s then saw the decline of Kadar, who, old and
sick, had become an opponent of further reforms altogether.

There were numerous signs, particularly from the beginning of 1987, indicat-
ing that the Kremlin was no longer able or willing to keep his satellites under the
same strict control as it had in the previous decades. The weakening of Soviet
influence and the decline of Hungary’s internal economic situation had a twofold
effect, one supporting the other. Oppositional organizations grew stronger and
could present their views more and more freely. In their journals, which were
widely distributed, the names and addresses of the editors were printed openly,
and the police practically ceased any persecution. The policy of human rights,
emphasized above all by the United States, the effects of the Helsinki conference,

15 Oplatka, Der erste Riss, 40.
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and the consequences of Hungary’s debt reduced the communist regime’s room
to move. As Kadar himself recognized most reluctantly, it was no longer possible
to use “administrative measures” against the opposition, since the Western coun-
tries, which were Hungary’s creditors, were carefully watching the developments
in Hungary’s domestic political scene. To sum up, one might say that communist
Hungary had become dependent on the West.'

In the same years, a power struggle started at the top of the ruling party. At
stake was the position of Kédar’s successor, although the old party leader himself
did not seem inclined to withdraw. Of the candidates taking part in the succession
struggle, the majority represented the next younger generation. The main dividing
line, however, was that separating orthodox functionaries from reform-minded pol-
iticians. Many of these reformers had both personal and political links to members
of the opposition.

The success and failure of a reform politician

The role played by Imre Pozsgay in this respect was of special importance.
According to Kadar’s suspicious judgment, Pozsgay was too liberal and therefore
dangerous. Consequently, he had been banned from the party’s first line and the
government. In 1983 he was given the Patriotic Front to lead. This was a purely
decorative body that structured and united the mass organizations. Yet, in the mid-
1980s Pozsgay succeeded in making the Front a very active political force. Indeed,
the group even took on the character of an independent political party. In partic-
ular, Pozsgay and the Front provided official authority and defense for radically
reform-minded intellectuals. This enabled such intellectuals to publish critical arti-
cles or to write about sensitive political and economic topics.

One of these publications was titled Fordulat és reform (Shift and reform), writ-
ten by several open-minded economists. It appeared in June 1987 and produced
a political sensation.'” The excitement was understandable. Among other things,
the authors put up the question for discussion whether the concepts of planned
economy and market economy should continue to be treated as contradictory. In
the same publication, the opinion was expressed that the only chance for the coun-
try’s economy to recover was under radically changed political conditions, with the
government controlled by a pluralistic parliament representing all segments of the
population. It is clear that ideas like this went against the basic communist dogma.

By this time, Pozsgay had become one of the most popular politicians in the
country. With his assistance, the Hungarian Democratic Forum was established
on 27 September 1987. Pozsgay accepted the invitation to the founding ceremo-
ny—a gathering of about two hundred opposition figures—and had the courage to

16 Romsics, Magyarorszag torténete, 527.

17" “Fordulat és reform”, Kozgazdasdagi Szemle 34 (June 1987): 642-708.
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make the decisions taken by the Forum public in an interview with the Hungarian
daily Magyar Nemzet. Nonetheless, his political career practically ended in au-
tumn 1989, when the former communist party split. Pozsgay was abandoned by
the opposition, even by the Democratic Forum, and became, so to speak, politically
homeless. When at the end of November 1989 a referendum was held to determine
how to organize the future presidential elections, Pozsgay suffered a very narrow
defeat. Unlike Pozsgay, the Democratic Forum, despite its support for him, did
not want a popular election for the head of state but an indirect election through
the parliament, and thus the Forum advised Pozsgay’s followers not to vote. The
other major party in 1989, the Alliance of Free Democrats, campaigned against
Pozsgay—officially on the grounds that the country did not need a president with
a communist past, but also with the strong motivation (not openly mentioned) that
Pozsgay stood too close to the Democratic Forum. While this example confirms the
popular adage that gratefulness has no place in politics, it also shows that in the first
half of 1989, even Pozsgay, one of the best-informed public figures, did not expect
the collapse of communist rule and the transition to liberal democracy to take place
in the remarkably short time that it actually happened.'® Surprisingly, it seems that
as late as the summer of 1989, Hungary’s most important politicians still believed
that the road to supreme power and through that, to the possibility of renewing the
country, led through the position of the general secretary of the communist party.
Had Pozsgay made up his mind earlier and left the party to join the Democratic
Forum, he would have no doubt been elected president of the Hungarian Republic,
exactly as he had wished.

The most remarkable success of the Hungarian opposition in the late 1980s, in
its progress toward the changes that were to take place, was the rehabilitation of
the popular uprising of 1956. Pozsgay, as already mentioned, had a part to play in
this respect, but interestingly, also contributing to this process were Hungarians in
exile in the United States. Kadar’s successor, Karoly Grosz, who at that time also
occupied the post of prime minister, was to visit the United States in July 1988. As
part of the visit, he also planned to meet Hungarians in American exile, although he
was aware that this would certainly lead to a public confrontation over the problem
of Imre Nagy. He knew that his countrymen would ask when the Hungarian lead-
ership was planning to give permission for Nagy and the other executed victims of
the 1956 revolution to be finally buried in a humane and dignified manner. In order
to forestall sharp criticism in the United States, Grosz and his delegation, very much
in need of Western help, yielded and allowed the opposition to organize a memorial
for Imre Nagy and his friends. The party, however, insisted that the re-burial was to
be seen as an act of piety, not as a political revision of the court sentence."

18 Imre Pozsgay, 1989. Politikus pdlya a partdllamban és a rendszervaltdsban (Budapest: Piiski,
1993), 184-89

19 Andrienne Molnar, ,,88 egy furcsa év volt, Oral History Archive 14 (Budapest: 1956-o0s Intézet,
2008), 239-78.
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However, it turned out that this insistence was only wishful thinking.
The huge crowd showing up on Budapest’s Heroes’ Square on 16 June 1989
transformed the celebration into an impressive political demonstration. In the
speeches of oppositional politicians the democratic revolution of the year 1956
was praised, and the president of the Fidesz party, Viktor Orban, who at the
time was 26 years old, demanded the withdrawal of Soviet forces from Hungar-
ian soil. There was no interference by the police. Instead, the celebration was
broadcast on Hungarian radio and television. This made it clear to the entire
country that a turning point had been reached; the legitimacy of the communist
party had been shaken in an irreversible way. After all, Kadar and his comrades
had received their power in November 1956 from the Soviet Army, and they
had claimed for more than three decades that they had saved the country threat-
ened by a “counterrevolution.” If now, after thirty-three years, the uprising was
suddenly legitimized as a democratic revolution of the Hungarian people, then
there could be only one conclusion: the power of the ruling communist party
was illegitimate.

Silence from Moscow

How did the Soviet Union react? What was the perception from the Hungar-
ian side? What did Hungarian politicians know with regard to Moscow’s real or
possible behavior? To answer I will first relate a personal experience: In Mid-
March of 1989 I had the opportunity to meet Pozsgay in Budapest. | asked him
whether the Hungarians had received any signals from Moscow and Pozsgay’s
answer was: “There are none. They remain silent. It’s a complete black-out.”
In the late 1980s, Western statesmen had tried to convince radical reformers
in the Eastern bloc to avoid irritating Moscow by not proceeding too quickly.
It was generally feared that Polish and Hungarian radicalism might undermine
Gorbachev’s position and bring hardliners back into power in the Kremlin. But
Pozsgay and other Hungarian reform-politicians, due to their national interests,
had a completely different point of view. The Soviet weakness, Pozsgay stated,
must be used for quick changes; Hungary should move forward and go as far as
possible to create a fait accompli before the Soviet Union recovered.

Soviet leadership, in fact, remained silent. Gorbachev assured Prime Minis-
ter Németh on 3 March 1989 that there would be “no new 1956 again as long
as he held his post. Moscow agreed to negotiations concerning the withdrawal
of Soviet troops from Hungary and removed the nuclear warheads on Hungar-
ian soil at the end of November 1989. No critical Soviet comment was heard
with regard to the rehabilitation of the Hungarian revolution and the round table
talks. The Soviet Union also refrained from criticizing the Hungarian decision
to remove the Iron Curtain and open the western border for East German refu-
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gees. While Gorbachev opposed the introduction of a multi-party system by the
Hungarians, he did not take any measures against it.?

Controversial questions

There are several important details in the Hungarian history of 1989 that re-
main unclear and disputed, and since today’s discourse is highly political, this
makes some of the answers extremely difficult. Who created the turn, the big po-
litical changes in 19897 Who acted, who fought in the first line: the reform-com-
munists or the dissidents, the opposition? Did a revolution take place, or was it
rather an evolutionary development and transformation? Did the attitude of the
population play a role and thus, did the government act under popular pressure, or
did it ignore the masses since they remained passive? Would not the term “revolu-
tion from above” be more appropriate when characterizing the events in Hungary
in 1989?

It is unclear when exactly Hungary’s communist rulers recognized and ac-
cepted the fact that giving up communism and transitioning to a Western-type
democratic system and market economy were inevitable. While the former for-
eign minister Gyula Horn professed in a private conversation that he had seen the
coming changes “in the second half of the 1980s,”! at the latest in 1989, some of
the so-called reformers, for instance Prime Minister Németh, no longer were aim-
ing at reforms or the transformation and improvement of the existing system, but
at its abolishment and replacement. They considered their main task to be assur-
ing a peaceful transition. This, however, was not everybody’s aim. Karoly Grosz,
who had followed Kadar as the leader of the communist party, still believed at
the beginning of 1989 that his party was facing a long-term struggle against the
opposition and that the fight would last until the mid-1990s. In the spring of 1989,
Grodsz even deliberated whether he should opt for a military coup in order to save
the communist system.?

What can be said about the attitude of the population and the role played by
the opposition? Unpublished opinion polls that the ruling party used to gain infor-
mation about the mood of the population show that in 1981, and to some extent
still in 1986, the majority of Hungarians basically had accepted Kadar’s “goulash
communism.” More did not seem possible. While freedom remained restricted,
living conditions, though modest, were satisfactory. The economic decline in the
second half of the 1980s, however, is reflected in a rapid change in opinion polls
1988. The numbers speak for themselves: the regime had been rejected.”® Con-

20 Oplatka, Der erste Riss, 53—70.
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sequently, there can be no doubt: A large majority of the population wished the
system to be replaced. Later, it is clear that the opposition succeeded in mobiliz-
ing the masses. Hundreds of thousands took part in demonstrations, responding
to political key-words like the fate of the Hungarian minority in Romania, or the
rehabilitation of the Hungarian revolution of 1956.

The oppositional groups, formed above all by critical intellectuals, had begun
to be active in the 1970s. For a long time they remained outsiders. While their
activities irritated the regime and from time to time it reacted harshly, generally
the party leadership believed that it could live with small groups of ineffective
adversaries. In the second half of the 1980s, however, the opponents ceased to be
outsiders. Without their insistence and pressure, the reburial of Imre Nagy and the
other victims of the Hungarian uprising of 1956 would never have taken place.
The same can be said about the round table negotiations, at which the representa-
tives of the new parties were able to pass most of their political propositions. In
these negotiations, which ended in September 1989, the basis of the constitutional
state was laid down. The participants agreed on a legal framework that assured the
transition to new democratic institutions.**

However, these round table negotiations did not deal with the transformation
of the economic system. The lack of regulations in this area resulted in the so-
called spontaneous privatization. This meant that in many cases, party function-
aries, being the best informed, having the best access to credit, and using their
still-existing positions, were able to acquire enterprises and other assets. The
metamorphosis of certain communists into capitalist entrepreneurs, quickly and
shamelessly, produced a conflict that marks Hungary’s political life even today.
At least some of the population remains convinced that the former leaders simply
converted their political power into economic privileges.

Finally, some remarks need to be made about the foreign political context. The
first is commonplace: As in every Soviet satellite country in Central Europe, the
changes that took place in Hungary were only possible because of the new cir-
cumstances in Moscow. It is clear that Gorbachev was looking for reform-minded
allies. He sought to establish new leaders and to bring the more orthodox countries
like the GDR and Romania onto the road of his perestroika. Nonetheless, he did
not have the creation of liberal-capitalist societies in mind.

Discomfort in the West

More surprising is the fact that even the Western powers did not unanimous-
ly wish the communist countries to regain their independence and to introduce
democracy. In the interim, quite a number of verbal and written statements have

24 Andreas Schmidt-Schweizer, Politische Geschichte Ungarns von 1985 bis 2002 (Munich: Old-
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been found that confirm this attitude. This was not only due to anxiety about Gor-
bachev’s position suffering because of Polish or Hungarian radicalism. As seen
by certain Western politicians, maintaining the Warsaw Pact was still needed in
1989 in order to preserve the European balance of power. In certain Western cap-
itals, the conviction also prevailed that reform-communists were better and more
reliable partners than the uncertain and unknown newcomers in the ranks of the
democratic opposition.

For instance, in mid-September 1989 Hans-Dietrich Genscher, the foreign
minister of the Federal Republic of Germany, a democrat and liberal, declared to
the Hungarian ambassador Istvan Horvath that his government, as well as those of
Italy, France and the United States, desired the upcoming free elections in Hunga-
ry in the spring of 1990 to be won not by the opposition, but by the reform-wing
of the former communist party.* To answer the question why this was the attitude
of Western leaders at the time, it is probably best to ask them directly. Of course,
it is difficult some twenty years later to make them admit that in 1989-90 they
preferred the continued rule of the reform communists in East Central Europe
over a change of power favoring the democratic opposition. All told, however, it
is probable that the main reason for their reaction was their fear that if the postwar
order built by Moscow in 1945-48 were suddenly to collapse, Gorbachev’s posi-
tion would become untenable.

This finding is indeed strange, and from a historical point of view, even para-
doxical. In Hungarian historiography, a unité de doctrine exists which states that
the country lost its independence at the beginning of the sixteenth century and
since then—with some short exceptions—has always had to bear foreign rule and
abide by foreign interests. The opposite happened in 1989. Hungary, despite still
being a satellite, a member of the Warsaw Pact and occupied by Soviet forces,
Hungary, despite being admonished by the Western states to show patience and
a low profile, acted independently. In doing so, it is clear that it proceeded both
against Soviet and Western interests, with the result—Hungary’s self-liberation—
being attained without assistance.

% Laszlo Borhi, “Magyarorszag kotelessége a Varsoi szerzédésben maradni—az 1989-es atmenet
nemzetkdzi 6sszefliggései magyar forrasok tiikrében,” Kiiliigyi Szemle, no. 2-3 (2007): 255-72;
Oplatka, Der erste Riss, 236-37.






PETER VAMOS

THE TIANANMEN SQUARE “INCIDENT” IN
CHINA AND THE EAST CENTRAL EUROPEAN
REVOLUTIONS!

Ever since the Chinese imperial court moved to the “Northern Capital” (Bei-
jing) in the early fifteenth century, the area in front of the southern gate of the
palace has held special importance. Tiananmen, the “Gate of Heavenly Peace,”
leads to the Temple of Heaven, the altar where the emperor, the son of heaven
who ruled with heaven’s mandate, prayed to heaven to maintain harmony between
man and the universe. This was the place where imperial edicts were announced
and the people could submit their complaints to the emperor.

The word an (%) does not only mean “peace” in Chinese, but it can also serve
as a verb meaning “to pacify” or even “to subdue.” In China, peace also means
subservience to power.

The square south of the Forbidden City has witnessed much unrest, protest
and violence. Throughout the last six centuries of the imperial period, it served
as a site for public trials, tortures and executions. In 1900, during the Boxer
Rebellion, the square became larger when the international forces of the eight
allied nations damaged and burnt down the ministries located there. The first
mass demonstration on the square took place on 4 May 1919, when Chinese
students protested Japanese imperialism, official corruption and the Versailles
Treaty, which planned to cede parts of China formerly under German control to
Japan. The resulting political and cultural movement sought to create a Western-
ized culture as a solution to China’s political, economic and social problems.
This was the first time that students made history on the square. In December
1935, patriotic students demonstrated against Japanese imperialism and the weak
policies of the Guomindang, which showed no willingness to resist the Japanese
menace. Tiananmen gained new importance in 1949, when Mao Zedong an-
nounced the founding of the People’s Republic (PRC) from its rostrum. During
the Cultural Revolution it hosted mass rallies, with millions of young Red
Guards arriving here from around the country. Today Tiananmen is one of the
national symbols of the PRC, and its image occupies a central position on the
country’s national emblem. But for many Chinese families, this place represents

! Research for this paper was carried out with the support of the Hungarian Scientific Research
Fund (OTKA), Project no. 78484: “The Soviet Bloc and China, 1949-1989.” The author would
like to thank the Freiburg Institute for Advanced Studies, where he was an External Senior Fel-
low in 201011, for its support of research into relations between the Soviet Bloc and China.
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the site where on 4 June 1989 the government harshly suppressed peaceful stu-
dent demonstrations.?

On the occasion of the twentieth anniversary of the peaceful transition in East
Central Europe, numerous festive events and scholarly conferences took place
around the world, with this episode being labeled one of the most significant
developments in the second half of the twentieth century. Meanwhile, in China,
the Chinese student movement that was centered on Beijing’s Tiananmen Square,
the popular unrest in China’s cities, and the military crackdown on demonstrators
remain banned topics. It is essentially only the media outside of China that has
kept the memory of the events alive. The images of students sitting on the square
wearing headbands, the white statue of the “Goddess of Democracy,” or the man
in a white shirt who stopped the tanks rolling toward the square, before vanishing,
never to be identified, are still fresh in our memories.

Similar to the changes in Europe, in China June Fourth (75PU liu si, the most
common Chinese term for the events) also signifies a turning point. However,
while the former led to the collapse of the “socialist world,” the latter convinced
China’s leaders that political stability, even if achieved by dictatorial means, is
essential for successful economic development. As a result, China’s communists
have not only managed to remain in power, but have even generated rapid eco-
nomic growth while at the same time maintaining relative social stability.

Economic and political reforms in China in the 1980s

Before we recount what happened in Beijing in the spring months of 1989, it
is necessary to summarize the profound changes that occurred in Chinese domes-
tic politics after the late 1970s. Following Mao’s death, Deng Xiaoping opened
China to the outside world, developing the Chinese model of a market economy
presided over by an authoritarian government. Deng’s reform program, initiated
in December 1978, resulted in Maoist radicalism being replaced by pragmatic
moderation, and correspondingly, the government’s focal point shifted from pol-
itics to economics.

China’s leaders took on the task of transforming a command-planned, highly
centralized system under public ownership into a market-oriented, decentralized,
mixed ownership system, improving incentive systems in order to increase pro-
duction, and establishing an interrelated legal framework in order to reduce the

2 On the history of Tiananmen Square, see Péter Polonyi, Mi tortént? Tienanmen tér, '89 (Buda-
pest: Hirlapkiado Vallalat, 1990), 9.
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absolute dominance of the state over economic activity. In the 1980s, the overar-
ching concern of the central leadership was how to maintain stability and avoid
domestic chaos while proceeding with modernization and reform.

Similar to the reform efforts in the European Soviet-type economies, the re-
forms in China also lacked a clear goal model and guiding theory. Beijing pro-
ceeded with reforms without a concrete plan—in the words of Deng Xiaoping,
“crossing the river by feeling for stones” (5 1Lk%I70] mozhe shitou guo he).
This tendency resulted in trial-and-error procedures and frequent improvisation
of the reform process. The leadership had to cope with a constant cycle of reform
and readjustment, whereby each set of reforms triggered both expected and un-
expected consequences. These, in turn, required readjustments and further re-
forms.?> American political scientist Richard Baum has described the ambivalent
pattern of Chinese reforms in the 1980s as a constant cycle of relaxation and
control, “characterized by an initial increase in the scope of economic or political
reform (in the form, e.g., of price deregulation or intellectual liberalization),
followed by a rapid release of pent-up social demand (e.g., panic buying or stu-
dent demonstrations); the resulting ‘disorder’ would set off a backlash among
party traditionalists, who would then move to reassert control. A conservative
retrenchment would follow, marked by an ideological assault on ‘liberal’ tenden-
cies and an attempt to halt (or even to reverse) the initial reform. The ensuing
freeze would serve, in turn, to exacerbate existing internal contradictions and
stresses, leading to the generation of renewed pressures for relaxation and re-
form—and so on.” In the second half of the 1980s, the periods of readjustment
were longer than those of effective reform. The first such period came in 1985,
only a year after the introduction of the enterprise reform, and lasted for two
years. The next reform period also lasted for only one year and was similarly
followed by a readjustment period, this one lasting for about two to three years.

In contrast to the reforms in Eastern Europe or the Soviet Union, China’s
economic reform strategy was more gradual and, institutionally, more innovative.
The leadership agreed on the gradual introduction of market mechanisms into the
operations of the centralized command economy and on China’s integration into
the global economy. Reformers both moderate and more radical found common
ground in their shared conviction that the economy—especially the rural sector—
needed “room to breathe.”

3 David Shambaugh, China'’s Communist Party: Atrophy and Adaptation (Washington D.C.,
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340-471, 341.

5 Barry Naughton, “The Impact of the Tiananmen Crisis on China’s Economic Transition,” China
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During the initial period, from 1979 to 1984, the reforms focused on restruc-
turing the farming system. People’s communes were replaced with household
farming and more consumption of self-generated products was allowed. As a
result, households not only managed their own farming operations but also could
keep the fruits of their labors.

In 1984, following these rural reforms, new nationwide reforms were initiated,
the so-called urban economic reform. The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) Cen-
tral Committee’s resolution adopted in October 1984 declared that “the law of
value must be consciously followed and applied.”® The system of centrally fixed
prices was revised and a price reform was introduced. Although the new system
was designed to reflect the shifts in supply and demand more freely, not all pric-
es were released to find their market level. While the prices of certain products
were under strict government control, prices of most farm products were dereg-
ulated, and the prices of certain other goods were allowed to fluctuate within a
certain range. Prices of raw materials under mandatory planning were fixed,
whereas prices of extra-plan output could vary according to market conditions.’
As part of the enterprise reform, a director responsibility system for state-owned
enterprises was designed to separate ownership and management and reduce
party and administrative intervention in enterprises. However, the reform failed
to revitalize the enterprise system for several reasons, the most important being
the lack of price reforms. The mixed price system and decentralization resulted
in unprecedented inflation and corruption. Local authorities who controlled the
supply and allocation of (inexpensive) fixed-price goods began investing in the
more profitable light and consumer goods industries, and indulged in rounds of
selling and reselling these goods at ever higher prices.?

In May 1988, the party leadership decided to push ahead with price reforms
in the face of mounting inflation. This resulted in a wave of urban consumer
panic, triggered by rumors of impending price decontrol and “rendered political-
ly volatile by deepening public resentment over flagrant official profiteering.””
As a consequence, in September of the same year, the central leadership reori-
ented its effort toward “improving the economic environment and rectifying the
economic order,” meaning essentially curbing inflation and corruption. This
meant that price reforms and other reform measures were postponed.!®

Yanqi Tong, Transitions from State Socialism.: Economic and Political Change in Hungary and
China (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield, 1997), 77.

Kathleen Hartford, “The political economy behind the Beijing spring,” in Tony Saich, ed., The
Chinese People’s Movement: Perspectives on Spring 1989 (Armonk, NY: M. E. Sharpe, 1990),
50-83, 61-63; Keith Crane and K.C. Yeh, Economic Reform and the Military in Poland, Hun-
gary and China (Santa Monica, CA: Rand, 1991), 87-91.
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Parallel to the uneven process of economic development was a sharp increase
in the consumer price index, estimated at 18 to 20 percent. In early 1989, unof-
ficial estimates mentioned an inflation rate that had become as high as 30 to 40
percent.!" All this, particularly the sudden steep increase in food prices, further
deteriorated living conditions and morale in the cities, especially among intellec-
tuals, students and public servants. “China continued to suffer from the worst
distortions of the old system without enjoying the anticipated benefits of the
new.”!? In May 1989, summarizing the causes of the emerging political and lead-
ership crisis in China, the report of the Hungarian Ministry of Foreign Affairs
referred to the inconsistency, discrepancy, and insufficiency of the reforms.” In
sum, the political crisis that climaxed at Tiananmen was heightened, if not actu-
ally caused, by what American political scientist Lowell Dittmer has described
as a crisis of incomplete reform."

“Reform and opening up” (F ==X gaige kaifang) was only one aspect of
Deng Xiaoping’s strategy. The other, equally important element of his plan to
reform China was first formulated in his speech on 30 March 1979, in which
Deng set the political limits of reform by establishing the “Four Cardinal Princi-
ples”: adherence to the socialist road, dictatorship of the proletariat, the leading
role of the communist party, and the supremacy of Marxism-Leninism and Mao
Zedong thought. At the core of these four principles was to be the leadership of
the CCP, because whoever controlled the party, by definition, also represented
the people and thus had the right to exercise dictatorship on behalf of the prole-
tariat and the authority to interpret what Marxism really means.!” By setting out
this political framework, Deng, “the man of development under dictatorship,”
expressed his determination to take a firm stand against any political liberalization
that might have challenged the ruling authority of the party.'®

Similar to the situation in the Soviet Union, China’s leaders understood that
effective markets require a free flow of goods, people and information. They also
saw their own version of glasnost spill over into the political sphere in the form
of demands for political participation. However, the majority of Chinese leaders
perceived these demands as a threat to the leadership role of the party, even to

1" Report of the Fourth Territorial Department of the Hungarian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, On the
Domestic situation in China, Budapest, 26 May 1989, in Hungarian National Archives (HNA),
XIX-J-1-j-Kina-2-001433/4-1989.

Baum, “Road to Tiananmen,” 344.

13 Report of the Fourth Territorial Department of the Hungarian Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs, On the Domestic situation in China, Budapest, 26 May 1989, in HNA, XIX-J-1-j-Ki-
na-2-001433/4-1989.

14 Lowell Dittmer, “China in 1989: The Crisis of Incomplete Reform,” Asian Survey 30, no. 1

(January 1990): 25-41.

Crane and Yeh, Economic Reform, 95.

16 Michel Bonnin, “The Chinese Communist Party and June 4th: Or how to get out of it and get
away with it,” China Perspectives, no. 2 (2009): 52-61.



98 Péter Vamos

the very existence of the system, and as a result they suppressed all forms of
organized opposition.!”

From the outset of reforms in China, the leadership attempted to transform the
political power-holders’ style of wielding power, to control political interventions
in economic management and the arbitrary use of power, and to separate econom-
ic management and political decision making. Separation of party and govern-
ment, supervision of political power through checks and balances and through
law and institutions, and participation of the masses were also among the issues
in the Chinese leadership’s discussions about political reform. There was only
one point on which the leadership recognized no compromise: that all reforms
had to strengthen the party’s leadership. The Chinese leaders firmly rejected the
tendency toward what they called “bourgeois liberalization,” (%72 H FH T+
N zichanjieji ziyouzhuyi), a term that the authorities never clearly defined, but
which can be interpreted as “wanton expression of individual freedom (individ-
ualism) that poses a threat to the stability and unity of the country.”'®

By 1987, the notion of pluralism also became a matter of consensus, in part
because economic reform heightened socioeconomic differences. On the eve of
the thirteenth party congress in 1987, reform-minded Acting General Secretary
Zhao Ziyang argued before the Central Committee that in a socialist society
“people of all kinds [...] share common interests, but their special interests
should not be overlooked. The conflicting interests should be reconciled.”” As
to the question of democratization, no agreement was made on how and how
soon democracy should be achieved. Under the pressure of mounting social and
political tensions generated by the economic reform, the majority of China’s
leaders increasingly embraced the opinion that reform required authority, not
democracy.?

Official tolerance of opposition movements was always limited in China. The
Confucian tradition justifies criticism of the government on moral grounds, but
it does not guarantee the legality of opposition. By the late 1950s, no independent
political organization existed in China, since the CCP did not allow any political
organization outside its control to survive. Whenever popular criticism exceeded
the framework that was still acceptable for the central leadership, independently
organized political activities were ruthlessly suppressed.”!

17" Andrew C. Janos, “Social Science, Communism, and the Dynamics of Political Change,” World
Politics 44, no. 1 (October 1991): 81-112, 102.
Julia Kwong, “The 1986 Student Demonstrations in China: A Democratic Movement?” Asian
Survey 28, no. 9 (September 1988): 97085, 983.
Zhao Ziyang, “On Separating Party from Government,” Beijing Review, 14-20 December 1987,
20.
Tong, Transitions, 157.
The same is true today. The authorities know no mercy when dealing with attempts to organize
groups that oppose the existing order, either in the form of human rights activities (Charter
2008), oppositional parties (the Democratic Party) or religious movements (Falun Gong).
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Parallel to the cycles of reform and readjustment in the area of the economy,
the CCP’s policy towards intellectuals also “oscillated between periods of repres-
sion and [...] periods of relative relaxation.”” Encouraged by growing ideologi-
cal openness, intellectuals started to organize collective activities and groups to
voice their political demands right after the announcement of the new reform
course in 1978-79. Neither the Democracy Wall Movement* nor the student
demonstrations in 1986—87 confined themselves to the officially set boundaries.

In 1979, the term “democracy” (E& 3= minzhu) “primarily expressed a desire
for rulers more prepared to listen to the people express their concerns.”* The
authorities tolerated the expressions of discontent in Beijing only to the point
when Wei Jingsheng published his famous article entitled “Democracy: The
Fifth Modernization.”? Wei was arrested and sentenced to fifteen years in pris-
on, allegedly for revealing military secrets.?® Deng’s proclamation of the four
cardinal principles upon which debate was not allowed within the PRC was a
response to the challenge that the intellectuals of the country had posed to the
leadership.

The political reforms of the government served as a mobilizing factor for the
1986 student protests as well. Students of the Chinese University of Science and
Technology in the eastern city of Hefei (Anhui Province) began to protest when
authorities failed to implement direct elections as promised. Soon pro-democracy
protests were held in several cities, including Shanghai and Beijing, there on
Tiananmen Square. Compared to the Democracy Wall Movement, the student
demonstrations in 1986—-87 were significantly larger and better organized. In
Shanghai, students even had opportunities to negotiate with local party and gov-
ernment officials, including Jiang Zemin, who was then serving as the mayor of
the city. They demanded recognition of their movement as patriotic and correct,
as well as no recrimination against students who participated. Contrary to official
reports, the student movement was actually poorly organized. Although the stu-
dents also raised issues that went beyond their personal interests, namely, major

22 Merle Goldman, Chinas Intellectuals (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1981), 9.

2 The Democracy Wall Movement started during the winter months of 1978-79 with the posting
of'large character posters, complaints and protests about the ills of China on a long brick wall to
the west of the former Forbidden City, at the intersection of Chang’an Avenue and Xidan Street
in Beijing. Kjeld Erik Brodsgaard, “The Democracy Movement in China, 1978-1979: Opposi-
tion Movements, Wall Poster Campaigns, and Underground Journals,” Asian Survey 21, no. 7
(July 1981): 747-74, esp. 759-70.

2 Jeffrey N. Wasserstrom, China in the 21st Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 71.

2 Wei’s essay that he posted on the “Democracy Wall” in Beijing played on the official Chinese
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Published in William Theodore de Bary et al. eds., Sources of Chinese Tradition: From 1600
Through the Twentieth Century, 2nd ed., vol. 2 (New York: Columbia University Press, 2000),
497-500.
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social concerns affecting society at large, including democracy, freedom of the
press, bureaucratism, nepotism and corruption, Canadian sociologist Julia Kwong
argues that it is misleading to call the student demonstrations in 1986—87 a dem-
ocratic movement. This is because “most students were demonstrating primarily
to show their concern over the social ills of the country and their impatience in
resolving them,” but their demands did not threaten the government since they
were not asking for changes that challenged the fundamental structure of the
political and social systems.?” The term “democracy” was merely rhetorical, giv-
ing the movement the unity and flexibility to incorporate various grievances at
the different university campuses. By complaining about campus facilities, inad-
equate dormitories and food services, as well as expressing their impatience with
the slow pace of change, the students, in a way, affirmed their approval of the
government’s policy direction. It was the non-threatening nature of their demands
that put the government off guard and kept it from taking prompt action. Action
was only taken when the demonstrations became so large and so widespread that
they attracted the world’s attention.?®

The official Chinese assessment of the 1986 demonstrations clearly mirrors
the authorities’ fear of uncontrolled, organized forms of discontent. The official
version of events asserts that students initially complained only about their liv-
ing conditions (the quality of food, the introduction of tuition fees, etc.). Later,
however, allegedly under the influence of outside forces, the students took to the
streets with exclusively political demands, especially in Beijing. They demand-
ed the withdrawal of the party and the government from the economy, and
practically rejected the Four Cardinal Principles. The leadership has asserted that
it felt an urgent need to calm down the protests for two reasons. First, the on-
going discussions about the issue of political reform set forces into motion that
dismissed the party’s reform policy as being insufficient. These forces were
subsequently attacked by the party leadership as “rightist.” Secondly, the process
of polarization did not find acceptance among the country’s workers, who had
been used to egalitarianism for decades. The Chinese authorities opined that
street demonstrations were dangerous because they could have provided ground
for these two forces, with their different motivations, to unite.?

Soon after the outbreak of the demonstrations on Tiananmen Square, the
authorities launched a counter-attack. The campaign against “bourgeois liberal-
ization,” which followed the demonstrations in January, lasted a few months,
with students receiving intensified ideological education after the campuses had
quieted down. However, the participants in the demonstrations did not suffer any
sort of recrimination.

27 Kwong, “1986,” 981.

% Ibid., 985.

2 Conversation between Chinese diplomat Chen Zhiliu and Hungarian MFA head of department
Balint Gal, Budapest, 30 December 1986, in HNA, XIX-J-1-j-Kina-13-004915/1-1986.
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The most significant consequence of the 1986—87 student demonstrations was
the removal of Hu Yaobang from the post of Party General Secretary in January
1987.%° According to Deng and the party elders, Hu’s mistake was that he favored
the introduction of more “democratization” or plurality into the political system
and that he had not taken prompt action to contain the movement. The official
position was that Hu called for more political reform than the system could bear,
and, in effect, had gone beyond the consensus reached within the leadership
concerning the pace and content of the reform agenda.’' To the masses Hu be-
came the symbol of a “liberal” leader, sympathetic to the rightful demands of
the people.*

The 1989 student democracy movement

In the spring of 1989, university students staged the largest anti-government
demonstration since the founding of the PRC. The unexpected confluence of
former Party General Secretary Hu Yaobang’s death on 15 April, the seventieth
anniversary of the 4 May 1919 student movement, and the summit meeting
between Deng Xiaoping and Mikhail Gorbachev on 16 May resulted in the most
serious political challenge faced by the CCP since it had come to power.

It was Hu Yaobang’s death that sparked the Tiananmen demonstrations. In a
highly symbolic show of support for reformist ideas, with “the dead being used
to exert pressure on the living,” (FI%E A JE)E A yong si ren ya huo ren), mourn-
ers gathered on the square and commemorated the liberal leader who had been
demoted for failing to crack down on the student protests of late 1986 and early
1987. The mourners demanded freedom of the press and to demonstrate, as well
as an end to corruption. At first the events seemed quite similar to the 1976
Tiananmen Square Incident prompted by the death of Zhou Enlai, when the

30 The army leadership resisted accepting Hu Yaobang as party leader and chairman of the Central
Military Committee because of his allegedly weak character and lack of authority. This also
contributed to his dismissal. See Hungarian ambassador’s cable, Beijing, 12 January 1987, in
HNA, XIX-J-1-j-Kina-25, 2-00210-1987.

The Hungarian embassy in Beijing did not consider the dismissal of the general secretary as a
sign of crisis within the CCP leadership. Ambassador Ivan Németh concluded that the “CCP
leadership shows unity and works effectively,” and argued that the dismissal of Hu Yaobang
was necessary in order “to prevent a crisis,” proving the leadership’s ability to renew its unity
through compromises in the case of emergency. The Hungarian embassy’s opinion on the Chi-
nese domestic situation, Beijing, 17 April 1987, in HNA, XI1X-J-1-j-Kina-200-001292/5-1987.
After his dismissal as general secretary, Hu was allowed to retain his membership in the Polit-
buro. This step shows the self-confidence of the new leadership toward conservatives at home
and was meant as a gesture toward those foreign countries that were concerned about the future
of Chinese reforms. Discussion with leading diplomats of the Chinese embassy in Budapest, 30
October 1987, in Historical Archive of the Hungarian State Security (Allambiztonsagi Szolgala-
tok Torténeti Levéltara, ABTL), 1. 11. 4. S-11/2/87, 245.
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memorial ceremony turned into a mass demonstration, the first large scale spon-
taneous movement in the capital since the establishment of the PRC. Paradoxi-
cally, that event was a demonstration in support of Deng Xiaoping, the person
who thirteen years later, in 1989, was the key person who ordered the army units
to crush the demonstrations.*

Hu Yaobang’s funeral was scheduled for 22 April. Although demonstrators
had been prohibited from entering the square when the memorial service was
held, students arrived at Tiananmen Square in large numbers during the previous
night and remained there despite the ban. A few party leaders attempted to per-
suade Party General Secretary Zhao Ziyang to convene a Politburo meeting and
discuss the situation before departing for Pyongyang on 23 April, but Zhao did
not feel the necessity for such a meeting. Before his departure, Zhao suggested
to his colleagues in the Politburo that while the authorities “should firmly pre-
vent the students from demonstrating and should get them to return to classes
immediately” and “should use legal procedures to punish severely all who en-
gage in beating, smashing and robbing,” “the main approach to students should
be one of persuasion.”*

On the next day, in the wake of renewed student demonstrations, the decla-
ration of a boycott of classes, and the establishment of a national students’
federation, Premier Li Peng convened a meeting of the Standing Committee of
the Politburo.* The hard-liners, with Deng Xiaoping’s support, decided that the
country was facing “planned and organized political anti-Party and anti-socialist
turmoil” and called on the people to “fight hard to rapidly quell the unrest.” On
26 April, People's Daily, the party’s central organ, published an editorial entitled

33 The events of 1976 were not entirely free of violence. On the afternoon of 5 April, five vehicles
and a small building at the southeast corner of the square, where the joint command post of the
armed forces was located, were set on fire. After some hesitation, the authorities emptied the
square. Ironically, the events in 1976 led to the renewed sidelining of Deng Xiaoping. Zhang
Chungiao, who followed the developments from the window of the Great Hall of the People,
compared the events on the square to the 1956 Hungarian uprising, and called Deng Xiaop-
ing China’s Imre Nagy. On 7 April, Mao endorsed Zhang Chungiao’s evaluation, and agreed
“to throw him [Deng] out.” On the same day, the Politburo accepted the appointment of Hua
Guofeng to first vice-chairman of the CC and premier, and the dismissal of Deng from all his
posts. On the 1976 Tiananmen Square demonstrations, see Roderick MacFarquhar and Michael
Schoenhals, Mao's Last Revolution (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University
Press, 2006), 424-28.

Zhang Liang, Andrew J. Nathan, and Perry Link, eds., The Tiananmen Papers (New York: Pub-
lic Affairs, 2001), 50.

One of the aims of Zhao’s visit was to act as a mediator between Tokyo and Pyongyang. The
Japanese had requested China to play such a role during Premier Li Peng’s visit to Japan a few
days earlier. The detailed proposals were carried to North Korea by Zhao Ziyang. Still in Febru-
ary, President Bush, during his visit to China, expressed his gratitude to the Chinese for their role
as mediators, and the Americans expressed their hope that Zhao might persuade Kim Il-sung to
soften its position toward American and Japanese proposals for negotiations. Ciphered telegram,
Beijing, 5 May 1989, no. 168, Jasz, in ABTL, 1. 11. 4. S—I1/2/1989, 132.
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“Take a Clear-cut Stand Against Turmoil” and condemned the student movement
for seeking to “poison people’s minds, create national turmoil, and sabotage the
nation’s stability and unity.”*®* When in response tens of thousands of students
marched through Beijing’s streets into the square, huge crowds of Beijing resi-
dents cheered the peaceful demonstrations. The hard-liners issued a clear warn-
ing that “troops will be dispatched if necessary,” but in the General Secretary’s
absence, they refrained from using military force to restore order.

The leadership had become polarized between hard-liners urging a crack-
down and those favoring dialogue with the demonstrators. On 4 May, the stu-
dents’ march to commemorate the 4 May 1919 Movement attracted the growing
participation of the city’s population from all walks of life; even journalists from
People’s Daily and other state-run media joined the protest. While the students
rallied in the square, Zhao Ziyang made a speech to delegates from the Asian
Development Bank in which he set forth a soft line, calling the students well
intentioned and patriotic, and declaring that “reasonable demands from the stu-
dents should be met through democratic and legal means.”’

During the following two weeks, Zhao’s soft line stayed in effect. As a result
of the General Secretary’s permission for the official Chinese media to cover the
protests, the press initially reported on the anti-government activities with sig-
nificant accuracy and even sympathy.*® As Mike Chinoy, CNN’s Beijing bureau
chief in 1989 observed, “an unprecedented wave of openness was sweeping
through the Chinese media. CCTV [China Central Television] began to broadcast
regular, balanced reports on the protest, while the People’s Daily and other of-
ficial newspapers ran sympathetic articles about the students, as well as photo-
graphs of the huge crowds in Tiananmen.”*’

It was Mikhail S. Gorbachev’s visit to China that ultimately changed the
course of events and led to the bloody crackdown on demonstrators. Before the
visit, the Chinese authorities made an extraordinary move: they allowed repre-
sentatives of the international media to cover the event. Originally, the summit
meeting between Deng and Gorbachev was planned to be presented as one of
the most important diplomatic achievements of the chief architect of China’s
foreign policy. However, as international television crews began their live cov-
erage from Beijing, the students realized that the media gave them leverage.
They intended to use it. As Chinoy noted, by mid-May the students “were far
more sophisticated in handling the media than they had been just a few weeks

36 AZUEIEREE B 3 S 6 BEL [Bixu qizhi xianming de fandui dongluan] People’s Daily, 26 April
1989, 1.

37 “Students’ Reasonable Demands to Be Met through Democratic, Legal Channels: Zhao,” Xin-
hua, 4 May 1989, in Michel Oksenberg, Lawrence R. Sullivan, and Marc Lambert, eds., Beijing
Spring, 1989: Confrontation and Conflict. The Basic Documents (Armonk, NY: M. E. Sharpe,
1990), 254, Document 31.

3 Dittmer, “China in 1989,” 32.
% Mike Chinoy, China Live (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield, 1999), 213.
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earlier,” preparing their signs and banners in English and in Russian for the
cameras.*’

Radical students decided to escalate tactics and start a hunger strike on the
square. Their announcement and commitment (“Farewell moms and dads, please
forgive us. Your children cannot have loyalty to our country and filial piety to
you at the same time.”*!) stirred powerful emotions and attracted more wide-
spread support from the public. The protest gathered momentum and an alliance
between intellectuals, students, workers and ordinary citizens began to take
shape. Even independent organizations such as the Beijing Workers’ Autono-
mous Union appeared and had an organized presence on the Square. American
political scientist Andrew Walder argues that “the workers’ unprecedented polit-
ical response helped transform a vibrant student movement into the most severe
popular challenge to Communist Party rule since 1949.74

The events surrounding Gorbachev’s visit embarrassed the regime before the
world and strengthened the position of hard-liners at home.* On 16 May, Yang
Shangkun, one of the hard-line party elders argued that as a result of Zhao’s
strategy, “these last few days Beijing’s been in something like anarchy.”* As a
consequence, the leadership finally decided to crack down hard on the protesters.

On the morning of 17 May, an extended Politburo Standing Committee meet-
ing was held at Deng Xiaoping’s residence. After a heated debate, Deng’s con-
clusion was that “we should bring in the People’s Liberation Army and declare
martial law in Beijing” with the aim “to suppress the turmoil once and for all
and to return things quickly to normal.”* Although Zhao Ziyang expressed his

4 Ibid., 207.

4 Hunger Strike Announcement, Originally Printed at Tiananmen Square in Xinwen Daobao
[News Express], 12 May 1989, in Oksenberg, Sullivan, and Lambert, Beijing Spring, 260, Doc-
ument 33.

4 Andrew G. Walder, “Workers, Managers and the State: The Reform Era and the Political Crisis
0f 1989,” The China Quarterly, no. 127, Special Issue: The Individual and State in China (Sep-
tember 1991): 467-92, 467. In 1989 we cannot yet speak of an organized civil society in China.
Béja and Goldman have noted that “an embryo of organized civil society appeared to be taking
shape in Tiananmen Square” (p. 22), but added that terms such as “pro-democracy movement”
or “opposition movement” referred only to “the scattered individuals and groups interested in
political reforms who attempted to establish informal networks of like-minded counterparts.”
Jean-Philippe Béja and Merle Goldman, “The Impact of the June 4th Massacre on the pro-De-
mocracy Movement,” China Perspectives, no. 2 (2009): 18-28, 25.

4 In March 1989, Chinese reformists hoped that the success of Gorbachev’s visit would result
in the strengthening of Zhao’s position. See: Ciphered telegram, Beijing, 13 March 1989, 102,
Jasz, in ABTL, 1. 11. 4. S—I1/2/1989, 87—-86. In connection to the demonstrations in Beijing,
the Japanese ambassador in Beijing noted that Gorbachev’s visit was successful at least in one
aspect, namely that it proved that in China there was a great deal of support for Soviet-type de-
mocratization. Ambassador Ivan Németh’s cable no. 132, Our Ambassador’s evaluation of the
student demonstrations I, Beijing, 18 May 1989, in HNA, XIX-J-1-j-Kina-24-002064/5-1989.

4 Zhang, Nathan, and Link, Tiananmen Papers, 178.

# Ibid., 189.
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reserve concerning the use of military force, finally he too submitted to party
discipline.* At dawn on 19 May, in a last desperate effort to persuade the stu-
dents to leave, Zhao went to the square, accompanied by then head of the CCP
CC General Office, Wen Jiabao, to meet personally with the students. It was his
last public appearance before he was stripped of all his posts and placed under
lifelong house arrest for aiding and abetting the “counter-revolutionary rebel-
lion.”"’

On 19 May, martial law was proclaimed in Beijing, but the leadership was
too divided to resort to force until the night of 3—4 June.* During that night,
tanks and tens of thousands of armed soldiers moved through the square and its
adjacent streets in Central Beijing, killing hundreds or thousands of civilians.
The exact death toll is not known, and will probably never be known.*

Immediately after the massacre, the student movement was renamed a “count-
er-revolutionary rebellion” (K2 #E i FEL fangeming baoluan).*® Deng Xiaoping
formulated the official version of events five days after the massacre. In a speech
to his officers justifying the suppression of the Beijing demonstrations, he ex-
plained that:

“they [the demonstrators] were attempting to subvert our state and overthrow the Communist
Party, which is the essence of the issue. If we do not understand the fundamental problem, it
means we are not clear about the nature of the issue [...] It all became clear once the incident
broke out. They [the demonstrators] had only two key goals: one was to overthrow the Commu-
nist Party, the other was to topple the socialist system. Their aim was to establish a bourgeois
republic totally dependent on the West.”!

# Ibid., 189-90.

47 Zhao’s name has been subject to official blackout since 1989. I experienced this effort to erase
Zhao from public memory when I spent the 1989-90 academic year studying Chinese in Beijing.
In one of our textbooks, which had been written and published in 1986, the language instructor
blacked out Zhao’s name from the phrase “Premier Zhao Ziyang” each time it appeared.
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China and Eastern Europe after 4 June

As a result of seven weeks of demonstrations in Tiananmen Square and in
cities throughout China, the party’s internal cohesion and legitimacy were seri-
ously undermined, just at a time when communism was in a state of turmoil in
Eastern Europe and in the USSR.

It is a symbolic coincidence that on the same day the People’s Liberation Army
opened fire on peaceful demonstrators in Beijing, in Europe the first communist
regime lost power, smoothly and peacefully, through democratic means. In Po-
land, the first “semi-free” elections were held, in accordance with an agreement
reached at the roundtable talks, which resulted in the victory of Solidarity, the
first independent trade union within the Soviet bloc.” It was probably the most
pregnant manifestation of the rift within the socialist world between the orthodox
hardliners and the reformists choosing the road of peaceful transition. British
journalist and BBC Beijing Bureau Chief in 1989, James Miles, has noted that
“if Tiananmen was a body blow to the Chinese communist structure, the elections
in Poland and the rapid collapse of communism across the European continent in
the months that followed were a series of debilitating follow-up punches.”

In Hungary, the first plenary session of the roundtable talks was held on 13
June, and three days later the system was symbolically buried at the reburial
ceremony of Prime Minister Imre Nagy and his fellow martyrs on Heroes’ Square
in central Budapest. In November, the Hungarian ambassador concluded that “the
contradiction between political changes in the majority of European socialist
countries and the Chinese interpretation of ‘socialist renewal’ seems to be insu-
perable.”

In late 1989, the Chinese leadership followed the unfolding drama in the
countries of the former Soviet bloc with great concern. Beijing had every right
to consider the systemic changes in Eastern Europe as a direct challenge to both
its rule at home and its international position. The developments in Warsaw, Bu-
dapest, Berlin, Bucharest and Sofia posed a challenge to the domestic status quo
in China, encouraging pro-democracy forces and alarming Chinese leaders. The
systemic changes and the abandonment of the socialist system claimed by the
Chinese communists to be superior to capitalism further undermined the internal
and external legitimacy of the Chinese leadership. Domestically, it proved to the
Chinese masses that socialism was not necessarily the ultimate goal of social

52 The Polish elections were only partly free: the ruling Polish United Workers’ Party reserved a
majority of seats in the main house of parliament and thus, Solidarity was able to win a majority
of seats through free competition only in the senate.

53 James Miles, The Legacy of Tiananmen (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1996),
41.

3% Ambassador Ivan Németh’s cable no. 323, Beijing, 30 November 1989, in HNA, XIX-J-1-j-Ki-
na-10-001419/5-1989.
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development, and internationally, it further isolated Beijing, which could no lon-
ger count on the support of the region’s regimes.>

China classified foreign countries into four categories based on their reactions
to the Chinese events. Those countries that condemned China and introduced
economic and political sanctions belonged to the first group, China’s critics to
the second, neutrals to the third, and China’s supporters to the fourth. Although
East Central European countries did not announce any “sanctions” against China,
all high-level visits with China were canceled and even some working exchang-
es were postponed.>® As a result, Beijing classified Hungary, Poland, and Yugo-
slavia to the second category and responded to dismissive Hungarian reactions
with cutting back the number of economic and trade delegations.”” China did not
criticize these countries openly, but according to Hungarian intelligence sources,
these governments and especially their official media were subject to harsh inter-
nal criticism within the apparatus in Beijing.’® After 4 June, all news items con-
cerning Poland and Hungary had to undergo political examination before publi-
cation. A CCP CC instruction prohibited the Chinese mass media to publish
commentaries on or analyses of the developments in these two countries. Only
short, factual news items were allowed to be released. The official consideration
behind this decision was that criticism would have meant interference into the
others’ domestic affairs, and positively treating the events in these two countries
might have resulted in undesired domestic consequences.”

When the East Central European regimes fell one after another, China’s lead-
ers were concerned over the possible consequences of the domino effect. Events
in Romania, especially the execution of Ceausescu and his wife, came closer to
disturbing Beijing’s uneasy calm than any other upheaval in Eastern Europe. The
lifting of martial law, which was originally planned for 24 December, was post-
poned until 10 January, ostensibly because of the outright alarm of the Chinese
leadership.

Internationally, the East Central European changes attracted strong positive
attention from the developed countries of the West and Japan, as well as from
international financial institutions and businesses. The Tiananmen crackdown and
the accompanying Chinese economic retrenchment alienated the political, busi-
ness and foreign assistance decision makers in non-communist developed coun-
tries and in international financial institutions, while the positive changes in East
Central Europe offered the prospect of diverting their resources away from Chi-

Czeslaw Tubilewicz, “Chinese Press Coverage of Political and Economic Restructuring of East
Central Europe,” Asian Survey 37, no. 10 (October 1997): 92743, 927-28.

Alyson J. K. Bailes, “China and Eastern Europe: A Judgement on the ‘Socialist Community’,”
The Pacific Review 3, no. 3 (1990): 222-42, 234.

57 Ciphered telegram, New York, 12 September 1989, 367, Kozik, in ABTL, 1. 11. 4. S—11/2/1989, 198.
8 Ciphered telegram, Beijing, 13 July 1989, 254, Bokor, in ABTL, 1. 11. 4. S—11/2/1989, 175.

5 Ciphered telegram, Beijing, 12 September 1989, 308, Jasz, in ABTL, 1. 11. 4. S—11/2/1989, 197.
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na. Chinese officials voiced their concern that this had come at the direct, or at
least indirect, expense of China, since the amount of direct foreign investment in
their economy was reduced.®® The changes in East Central Europe also acceler-
ated changes both in Sino-American relations and in the politics of Western
governments, which pledged to reduce China’s relative influence in world af-
fairs.®!

The Chinese were aware of the possible negative consequences of their deci-
sion to suppress the popular movement. But since the leadership of the CCP and
the future of the whole system were at stake, they did not hesitate for a moment
to proceed with the crackdown.

Developments in East Central Europe and the Soviet Union also provided
positive opportunities for Chinese interests. The most important consequence was
the marked decline of the perceived Soviet military threat to China.®> Among
other things, the decline of Soviet power provided Beijing opportunities to exert
greater influence in areas at the country’s periphery and sphere of interest, areas
that historically had always been seen as extremely important to China’s security
and national pride, including the Korean peninsula and Southeast Asia.

The response of the Soviet bloc countries to 4 June was not uniform. In the
East Central European states, the official views concerning the events were po-
larized, divided into pro-reform and anti-reform camps.® The Soviet Union de-
clared the events a domestic issue, and was against any foreign pressure.

The GDR, Czechoslovakia, Rumania, Bulgaria, North Korea, Cuba and Viet-
nam supported the official Chinese “counter-revolutionary” version. The GDR
published all relevant statements and declarations from the Chinese party and
state leadership, “in order to make objective information available and counter
Western horror stories.”® On 5 June, the East German party newspaper Neues
Deutschland labeled the demonstrations a “counter-revolutionary riot.”® On 8
June, the East German Volkskammer (Parliament) issued a declaration which,

% Hungarian Ambassador Ivan Németh’s top secret cable: The Chinese evaluation of Eastern Eu-
ropean changes, Beijing, 18 January 1990, in HNA, XIX-J-1-j-Kina-10-0021-1990.

Robert G. Sutter, “Changes in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union: The effects on China,”
Journal of Northeast Asian Studies 9, no. 2 (Summer 1990): 3345, 35.

Since the late 1960s, Beijing has considered the USSR its main strategic adversary. Trends in the
1970s and 1980s prompted China to downgrade the immediate threat posed by the USSR, but
Chinese military planners still saw a strong need for active military modernization and vigilance
to prepare for threats from the north.

Czeslaw Tubilewicz, “1989 in Sino-East Central European Relations Revisited,” in Frank Co-
lumbus, ed., Central and Eastern Europe in Transition (Commack, NY: Nova Science, 1998),
vol. 1, 145-61, 147.
% Joachim Herrmann on the Need to Stand Firm, 22-23 June 1989, in Konrad H. Jarausch and
Volker Gransow, eds., Uniting Germany. Documents and Debates, 1944—1993 (Providence, RI:
Berghahn 1994), 35, Document 2.

“Volksbefreiungsarmee Chinas schlug konterrevolutiondren Aufruhr nieder,” Neues Deutsch-
land, 5 June 1989, 1.

61

62

63

65



The Tiananmen Square “Incident” in China and the East Central European Revolutions 109

while it did not mention “counter-revolution,” emphasized that the Chinese party
and state leadership’s efforts to find a political solution to domestic problems
“were hindered by violent, bloody incidents by anti-constitutional elements,” and
that the popular government had therefore been “forced to restore order and se-
curity through the use of armed force.” According to the declaration, the Volks-
kammer “consider[ed] the events in Beijing exclusively the internal affair of the
PRC and oppose[d] any foreign interference.”*® A few days later, the GDR foreign
minister Fischer received his Chinese colleague Qian Qichen and expressed his
solidarity with the PRC and the Chinese brother nation.®’

Poland and Yugoslavia, like the Soviet Union, declared the events a domestic
issue and took a basically neutral position. Public opinion, however, was different;
the events were condemned in the press and demonstrations were staged. The
governments of neither Poland nor Yugoslavia wished the situation to become
sharper, as they were eager to preserve their carefully forged links with China. A
brief Polish statement expressed sympathy to the families of those killed and
stressed that “what happened in Beijing is a great drama of a friendly country.”
However, it added that “we treat this as an internal Chinese affair” and “believe
that the conflicts which have arisen will be solved by the Chinese themselves by
political means and that caution and realism [will] win.”®® The statement issued
by the Yugoslav Party Presidium on 6 June expressed “great concern and regret.”®

It was only Hungary that condemned the bloodbath at the official level. The
Hungarian government issued a statement on 7 June 1989 that expressed its
deepest concern about the “tragic events” which had resulted in the loss of “a
score of innocent lives,” and further declared that the repression of “fundamental
human rights” could not be confined exclusively to the internal affairs of any
single state.”” The Hungarian party general secretary, Karoly Grész, speaking “on
behalf of the leadership and members of the HSWP [Hungarian Socialist Workers’
Party] [...] deeply condemned the violence and fratricidal war,” and added that
“such methods have nothing to do with socialism.””" In Poland and Hungary, the
tragic events served as a point of reference for the reform-minded leaderships to
strengthen their determination to continue with the reform process. The Polish
authorities’ conclusion was that political reform and dialogue must go even deep-

6 “Erklarung der Volkskammer der DDR zu den aktuellen Ereignissen in der Volksrepublik Chi-
na,” Neues Deutschland, 9 June 1989, 1.

7 “Verbundenheit mit China,” Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 14 June 1989, 7.

¢ Jeanne L. Wilson, ““The Polish Lesson:” China and Poland 1980-1990,” Studies in Comparative
Communism 23, no. 3—4, (Autumn—Winter 1990): 259-79, 275.
Alyson J. K. Bailes, “China and Eastern Europe: A Judgement on the ‘Socialist Community,
The Pacific Review 3, no. 3 (1990): 222-42, 234.

“A Magyar Népkoztarsasag kormanyanak nyilatkozata a Kinai Népkoztarsasag fovarosaban
lezajlott dsszecsapasokkal kapcsolatban,” Budapest, 7 June 1989, Kiiliigyi Evkonyv (1989): 241.
“Grosz Karoly: Az MSZMP mélységesen elitéli az er6szakot, a testvérhaborut,” Népszabadsag,
8 June 1989, 1.
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er to keep up with economic change.” The reform-minded minister of state and
Politburo member Imre Pozsgay stated that “to throw people into a meat grinder
and wade knee deep in blood cannot be justified by power considerations,” add-
ing that “the bloody events in Beijing will not discourage the Hungarian reform
forces” and that “we have to do our best to preclude any power from using such
tools in order to conserve its governing position and oligarchy.””

Another domestic repercussion in East European countries of Tiananmen and
the crackdown on student demonstrations was that it provided an opportunity for
the opposition to launch a renewed anticommunist offensive. Referring to the ruth-
lessness of Chinese communists, the Hungarian opposition attempted to further
destroy the prestige of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party by pointing out the
inhuman nature of communism. The Alliance of Young Democrats (Fiatal
Demokratak Szévetsége, FIDESZ) organized several events to express their soli-
darity with the Chinese youth demanding democracy. On 25 May, they staged a
sit-in in front of the Chinese embassy in Budapest. Although the opposition round
table did not issue a joint declaration in response to the Chinese events, all of the
participating organizations condemned the bloodbath. Thousands participated in a
demonstration in front of the Chinese embassy on 7 June, where representatives of
FIDESZ handed over their memorandum to the ambassador. There were demon-
strations in Poland and even in the GDR, where demonstrators were arrested.

In foreign policy, the developments in Beijing provided an additional impetus
for relations to be improved between the countries of the region and Taiwan. In
the late 1980s, the Taiwanese government made repeated efforts to approach the
Soviet Union and its European allies in order to break out of its diplomatic iso-
lation and to diversify its export markets. Taipei’s “flexible diplomacy,” which
aimed at expanding Taiwan’s international space, was helped by the 4 June mas-
sacre and the strong anti-communist sentiments in Eastern Europe.” Immediate-
ly after the massacre, the Hungarian ambassador in Beijing proposed that Hun-
gary accelerate its development of economic ties with Taiwan. Although he
mentioned that “any kind of improvement in this respect would harm our rela-
tionship with the PRC,” he also added that “if the harm to our relationship is
unavoidable in any case, it serves our interests to take this risk now, during the
period of the present Chinese line.”” As a result, Hungary was the first former

2 Bailes, “China and Eastern Europe,” 234.

3 “A pekingi véres események nem batortalanitjak el a magyar reformerdket,” Népszabadsag, 6
June 1989, 1.

™ Czeslaw Tubilewicz, “Breaking the Ice: The Origins of Taiwan’s Economic Diplomacy Towards
the Soviet Union and its European Allies,” Europe-Asia Studies 56, no. 6 (September 2004):
891-906, 903.

S Hungarian ambassador Ivan Németh’s cable, The proposals of our ambassador in Beijing on
how we should conduct Hungarian-Chinese relations in the future, no. 170, Beijing, 13 June
1989, in HNA, XIX-J-1-j-Kina-20-001433/18-1989.
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Soviet bloc country to allow Taipei to open a trade office, which occurred on 1
January 1990.

Conclusion

The year 1989 was critical for China and a turning point for Sino-East Central
European relations. In the 1980s, the social and economic reform processes in
China resembled those in East Central Europe, and as a result China and the
European socialist states faced similar problems and dilemmas. Paradoxically, the
same reform processes—which on both sides initially ran parallel, serving as a
point of reference and contributing to the renormalization of relations—had, by
1989, led to diametrically opposite political solutions. The former binding force
turned into a source for difference and separation.

The events in China helped stir up anti-socialist activism in East Central Eu-
rope, while the developments in East Central Europe alarmed the Chinese lead-
ership to the extent that they did not hesitate to take action against any kind of
organized opposition. Following the systemic changes in East Central Europe,
the political foundations of bilateral relations collapsed. As a result of the domi-
nant Western orientation in the foreign and economic policy of Eastern Europe,
relations with China became of secondary importance. In Poland and Hungary,
the possibility of breaking relations with the PRC was even raised.

After 4 June, the communist leadership in China launched a renewed political
offensive to achieve control over its populace and win legitimacy for its autocra-
tic regime. The policy of reform and opening to the outside world was reaftirmed
at the fourth plenum of the thirteenth Central Committee, convened in late June
1989. Nonetheless, it took China three years before the reform process got back
on track. In the early 1990s, the regime brought inflation under control, resumed
economic growth, restored and broadened its relations with the outside world,
and strengthened its influence worldwide. In the past two decades China has
experienced unprecedented economic growth; in 2010 it had become the second
largest economy in the world. During this process, the Chinese leadership has
successfully controlled the speed and scope of market reform implementation,
maintained political supremacy and a critical level of stability, and generated
sufficient regime legitimacy.”® Today, it does not seem possible for the system to
change, either through revolution or through peaceful transition. Although the
reform and modernization process has led to a capitalist transformation of the
country’s economy, China, in words at least, still adheres to socialism “with a
Chinese character.”

¢ On the problem of regime legitimacy, see Thomas Heberer and Giinter Schubert, eds., Regime
Legitimacy in Contemporary China (London and New York: Routledge, 2009).
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THE OCTOBER REVOLUTION IN EAST GERMANY

From Mass Exodus and Mass Protests to the Fall of the Wall
and German Unification

As late as January 1989, the general secretary of East Germany’s communist
Socialist Unity Party (Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands, SED), Erich
Honecker, stated: “The Wall will remain as long as the conditions that led to its
building have not changed.” It would “still exist in fifty years and even in a hun-
dred.” Even Zbigniew Brzezinski, one of the few who predicted the fall of the
Soviet empire, was also still convinced that, of all the countries in the Soviet bloc,
the situation in the German Democratic Republic and Bulgaria was not critical.?
The GDR, he predicted, would remain a “communist Prussia” for some time to
come, especially if “West Germany continued to give the East German economy
such generous” support.?

It seems that both Honecker and Brzezinski were incapable of imagining not
only how radically, and how quickly, East Germany’s foreign affairs and living
conditions would change, but also, as a result, how radically its internal political
situation would be transformed. The same was inconceivable for the CPSU gen-
eral secretary Mikhail Gorbachev, US president George H.W. Bush and the West
German federal chancellor Helmut Kohl, not to mention British prime minister
Margaret Thatcher or French president Frangois Mitterrand. Only months before

! “Die Mauer wird [...] solange bleiben, wie die Bedingungen nicht geéndert werden, die zu ihrer
Errichtung gefiihrt haben.” [Sie werde] “in 50 und auch in 100 Jahren noch bestehen bleiben.”
Erich Honecker in Neues Deutschland, 20 January 1989. This statement of Honecker was an
indirect dismissal of a remark made by Mikhail Gorbachev, who had been addressed by West
German president Richard von Weizsidcker in Moscow on 7 July 1987 with regard to the unity
of the German nation. Gorbachev responded by stressing that the double nation was the reality,
but also added that history would decide what will be in a hundred years. This albeit vague
acceptance of the structure of the German Question was later interpreted by the East German
leadership as the beginning of the Soviet “betrayal of the GDR.” Cf. Michail Gorbatschow,
Erinnerungen (Berlin: Siedler, 1995), 701, as well as Richard von Weizsicker, Vier Zeiten. Er-
innerungen (Berlin: Siedler, 1997), 346.—The following article is based on: Hans-Hermann
Hertle, Chronik des Mauerfalls, 12th ed. (Berlin: Ch. Links, 2009); idem, Der Fall der Mauer:
Die unbeabsichtigte Selbstauflosung des SED-Staates, 2nd ed. (Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag,
1999).

Zbigniew Brzezinski, Das gescheiterte Experiment. Der Untergang des kommunistischen Sys-
tems (Vienna: Ueberreuter, 1989), 265.
3 Ibid., 283.



114 Hans-Hermann Hertle

its demise, the GDR was considered an island of stability by nearly all domestic
and international observers, both political and in the scholarly community.*
Twenty years after the fall of the GDR and the reunification of the two German
states, the years 1989-90 have become one of the best-researched periods in
modern German history.’ This is primarily due to the opening of East German
archives: The records of the SED, of the GDR Council of Ministers, as well as
the records of the East German secret police have been freely accessible since
the early 1990s, as has a great deal of material from the East German civil rights
and opposition movements.® On the West German side, government files are
usually subject to a thirty-year restricted access period before declassification,
although critical documents have already been released in a special volume enti-
tled Deutsche Einheit.” In addition, the authors of a four-volume history of Ger-
man unity, published in 1998, were granted privileged access to files.® Russian,

4 “Indeed, the 300 to 400 West German sociologists, political scientists, economists and educators
who were spread all over the (old) Federal Republic working at 56 institutions did not foresee
the revolutionary events of 1989. The specialists did not even notice signs of increasing discon-
tent and unrest, nor did they take small signs of change seriously, or consider them worthy of
scholarly analysis.” Carola Becker, “Klaglich versagt,” Die Zeit 22, 24 May 1991. Since 1990,
the scholarly community hasn’t given much thought to considering the reasons for the miscalcu-
lation of “hundreds of paid observers” from various disciplines.

On the current state of research, see: Klaus-Dietmar Henke, ed., Revolution und Vereinigung

1989/90 (Munich: DTV, 2009); Andreas Rodder, Deutschland, einig Vaterland. Die Geschichte

der Wiedervereinigung (Munich: Beck, 2009); Mary E. Sarotte, 1989. The Struggle to Create

Post-Cold War Europe (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009); Ilko-Sascha Kowalczuk,

Endspiel. Die Revolution von 1989 in der DDR (Munich: Beck, 2009); Ehrhart Neubert, Unsere

Revolution. Die Geschichte der Jahre 1989/90 (Munich: Piper, 2008); Wolfgang Schuller, Die

deutsche Revolution 1989 (Berlin: Rowohlt, 2009). A database of literature on the German re-

unification, with more than 53,000 entries (stand: December 2007), can be found on the internet

under: http://www.wiedervereinigung.de (accessed 7 September 2012).

The records of the SED leadership and the East German government are accessible at the Feder-

al Archives (Bundesarchiv, Stiftung Archiv der Parteien und Massenorgansationen der DDR and

Abteilung DDR), the archives of the Federal Commissioner for the Records of the Former State

Security of the GDR (Archiv der Bundesbeauftragten fiir die Unterlagen des ehemaligen Staats-

sicherheitsdienstes der DDR) and the Political Archives of the Foreign Ministry (Politischen

Archiv des Auswirtigen Amtes); written documents of the GDR opposition can be found at the

Matthias Domaschk Archives of the Robert Havemann Foundation, as well as in the Griinen-Ar-

chiv of the Heinrich B61l Foundation.

7 Hanns Jirgen Kiisters and Daniel Hoffmann, eds., Dokumente zur Deutschlandpolitik: Deutsche
Einheit: Sonderedition aus den Akten des Bundeskanzleramtes (Munich: Oldenbourg, 1998).

8 Karl-Rudolf Korte, Geschichte der deutschen Einheit 1: Deutschlandpolitik in Helmut Kohls
Kanzlerschaft. Regierungsstil und Entscheidungen 1982—1989 (Stuttgart: DVA, 1998); Dieter
Grosser, Geschichte der deutschen Einheit 2: Das Wagnis der Wirtschafts-, Wihrungs- und
Sozialunion. Politische Zwdnge im Konflikt mit okonomischen Regeln (Stuttgart: DVA, 1998);
Wolfgang Jiger, Geschichte der deutschen Einheit 3: Die Uberwindung der Teilung. Der inner-
deutsche Prozess der Vereinigung 1989/90 (Stuttgart: DVA, 1998); Werner Weidenfeld, with Pe-
ter Wagner and Elke Bruck, Geschichte der deutschen Einheit 4: Aufsenpolitik fiir die deutsche
Einheit: Die Entscheidungsjahre 1989/90 (Stuttgart: DVA, 1998).



The October Revolution in East Germany 115

American, British and French records have also contributed to clarifying the
events, as have, on the American side, the early studies by Philip Zelikow and
Condoleezza Rice, both based on government records as well as accounts of eye
witnesses.’

The publication of official documents has been augmented by the biographies
and memoirs of a large number of the leaders and diplomats who were directly
involved, as well as by the many valuable interviews conducted with them by
journalists, documentary filmmakers and historians.' And finally, the media
coverage at the time—press, radio and television—has been a major source of
information about this period of history."

Internal and external crisis factors

In particular, analyzing East German archives has led to the general awareness
that the symptoms of the internal structural crisis, which had gradually begun to
undermine the GDR’s existence as early as the 1980s and which significantly
influenced the actions of the SED leadership in the final crisis of the autumn of
1989, were only slightly different than those in its “brother countries,” the other
states of the Soviet bloc. The economic situation in all of these countries was
disastrous. Technical advances lagged far behind those in the West, and labor
productivity was less than half as high. Many manufacturing plants were dilapi-
dated, and in countless places, health, safety and environmental conditions were
catastrophic. The infrastructure was derelict and urban areas were decaying. The

® Cf., for example: Patrick Salmon, Keith Hamilton, and Stephen Robert Twigge, eds., Docu-
ments on British Policy Overseas IlI, vol. 7: German Unification 1989—1990 (London: Taylor &
Francis, 2009); Aleksandr Galkin and Anatolii Chernyaev, eds., Mikhail Gorbachev i German-
skii vopros (Moscow: Ves’ mir, 2006); Philipp Zelikow/Condoleezza Rice, Germany Unified
and Europe Transformed (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1995).—The following
works are based on privileged access to documents in Moscow (The Gorbachev Foundation) and
in Paris: Alexander von Plato, Die Vereinigung Deutschlands—ein weltpolitisches Machtspiel
(Berlin: Ch. Links, 2002), and Frédéric Bozo, Mitterrand, la fin de la guerre froid et l'unifica-
tion allemande. De Yalta a Maastricht (Paris: O. Jacob, 2005). See also: Svetlana Savranska-
ya, Thomas Blanton, and Vladislav Zubok, ed., Masterpieces of History: The Peaceful End of
the Cold War in Europe, 1989 (Budapest and New York: Central European University Press,
2010).—To embed the German events into the international context of the end of the Cold War,
see: Melvyn P. Leffler and Odd Arne Westad, eds., The Cambridge History of the Cold War,
vol. IlI: Endings 1975-1991, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), as well as the
three-part study by Mark Kramer, “The Collapse of East European Communism and the Reper-
cussions within the Soviet Union,” Journal of Cold War Studies 5, no. 4 (Fall 2003): 178-256
(Part 1); 6, no. 4 (Fall 2004): 3—64 (Part 2); and 7, no. 1 (Winter 2005): 3-96 (Part 3).

10 On this, see the bibliographies in Rédder, Deutschland, 452—84; Sarotte, 1989, 287-308.

" Cf. the two series Deutschland 1989 and Deutschland 1990. Dokumentation zu der Berichter-
stattung tiber die Ereignisse in der DDR und die deutschlandpolitische Entwicklung, edited by
the Presse- und Informationsamt der Bundesregierung.



116 Hans-Hermann Hertle

accumulation of Western debt had reached a dramatic level—particularly in Po-
land, Hungary and East Germany. Spending on the military and (secret) police
apparatuses devoured huge portions of the state budgets of all the communist
states—in the Soviet Union alone it stood at 40 percent.'?

The ideological erosion was obvious: the promise of a communist society that
by 1981 was supposed to provide abundant material and cultural goods, as well
as the highest living standards in the world!*—as had been announced in October
1961 at the twenty-second CPSU party congress under party leader Nikita Khrush-
chev—had been quietly withdrawn. The twenty-fourth CPSU congress in April
1971 under Khrushchev’s successor, Leonid Brezhnev, and subsequently the par-
ty congresses of all the “fraternal parties,” set its new “main task” as “increasing
the material and cultural living standards of the people.”!* In the GDR, the expres-
sion “unity of economic and social policy” had emerged out of this welfare pro-
viso. The utopian communist society that was supposed to bring happiness to its
citizens shriveled into the daily task of secular Socialist consumerism. Thus, the
goal of socialism and fulfilling promises of prosperity became virtually the same
thing—with the unavoidable result that breaches of these consumer promises could
be held up to the communist leadership as proof of socialism’s total failure.

The alleged “driving force” of the communist parties was exhausted, and the
belief in the historical and legitimate victory of socialism over capitalism was
shaken. The party leadership was demoralized by years of crisis management,
much of the party cadre was worn out, and the party’s nucleus, including the
“armed forces,” was demoralized and disoriented.

But despite the common symptoms of structural crisis, the case of East Ger-
many differed considerably from its “brother countries.” The communist German
part-state was, on one hand, a forced and artificial product of the global political
interests and imperial claims of the Soviet Union. As the “satrapy of Soviet he-
gemony,”" the existence of the East German state, from its founding in 1949
until 1990, depended directly on the military, economic and political support of
the Soviet Union, and thus in a special way was also subject to its favors. On the

12 Manfred Hildermeier, Geschichte der Sowjetunion 1917—-1991. Entstehung und Niedergang des

ersten sozialistischen Staates (Munich: Beck 1998), 1031; for an analysis of the fall of the So-

viet Union, cf. Hannes Adomeit, Imperial Overstretch. Germany in Soviet Policy from Stalin to

Gorbachev (Baden-Baden: Nomos, 1998).

See “Der Kommunismus ist die Hoffnung der Volker, die Garantie ihrer strahlenden Zukunft,”

“Rede von N.S. Chruschtschow tiber das neue Programm der KPdSU,” as well as “Das Kom-

munistische Manifest der gegenwartigen Epoche,” Neues Deutschland, 20 October 1961.

4 “Die Direktiven des XXIV. Parteitages der KPdSU zum Fiinfjahrplan fiir die Entwicklung der
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other hand, the GDR was in direct competition with the Federal Republic, the
other German state. All attempts to create a “socialist German nation” or even a
“national GDR identity” had failed miserably. For over forty years, the SED
leadership had been confronted by the expectations of large portions of the pop-
ulation for democracy and prosperity based on the West German model, as well
as by their orientation toward a unified Germany.

Indeed, the relations between the two German states had become nearly “nor-
mal” in the course of détente and after the signing of the East-West German
Basic Treaty in 1972. The GDR received financial sustenance allowances from
the West German government for granting so-called humanitarian relief (im-
proved travel opportunities, the opening of new border crossings, ransoming of
prisoners, easement in postal, parcel and telephone communications, etc.), some-
thing envied by its “brother countries.” Beginning with 600 million deutsche mark
(DM) in the second half of the 1970s, by the 1980s these payments had risen to
approximately DM 1.5 billion annually.

The more destitute the GDR became—it stood on the brink of economic
bankruptcy for the first time in 1981-82!—the more dependent it became on the
economic assistance of the Federal Republic, and the greater the political conces-
sions it made (de-mining on the inner-German border in 1983-84, granting of
more exit visas in 1984, allowing more Western travel for GDR citizens from
1986).

But until the end, the West German government refused to recognize East
German citizenship. According to its constitution, the “people of the GDR,” as
they were called in the official rhetoric of the West, were also (potential) citizens
of the Federal Republic, possessing the same rights to its social welfare. They
merely had to manage to reach West German soil.

To keep more of the population from looking to the West, as well as to coun-
teract the exodus between 1946 and mid-1961 to West Germany of about 3.5
million people from a total population of 18 million, the East German leadership
did not know what to do other than sealing the inner-German border (May 1952)
with mine fields, as well as constructing the Berlin Wall and installing military
guards (August 1961). To prevent escape attempts, they even ended up accepting
the killing of refugees. Hundreds of refugees lost their lives at the inner-German
border, in the Baltic Sea, or during their flight via third countries. Alone at the
Berlin Wall, from 1961 to 1989 at least 136 people were shot, died by accident,
or committed suicide after failed escape attempts.!’

And tens of thousands were arrested between 1961 and 1989 while in the
process of planning their flight or on the way to the border. Statistics from the

16 See Hans-Hermann Hertle, “Die DDR an die Sowjetunion verkaufen? Stasi-Analysen zum
6konomischen Niedergang der DDR,” Deutschland Archiv, no. 3 (2009): 476-95.

17" See Hans-Hermann Hertle and Maria Nooke, eds., The Victims at the Berlin Wall, 1961-1989:
A Biographical Handbook (Berlin: Ch. Links, 2011).
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GDR General Attorney reveal about 110,000 cases of “escape from the Republic”
or “illegal border crossing” from 1961 to 1988.!% According to a study of political
prisoners based on random samples of GDR crime statistics, between 1960 and
1988 imprisonment for “illegal emigration” was imposed across the GDR in more
than 71,000 cases.'” As a rule, especially in the 1970s and 1980s, citizens of the
GDR who applied for an exit visa were marginalized, discriminated against, or
criminalized. Tens of thousands of them were sentenced to prison—merely be-
cause they had claimed the right of freedom of movement.

The management of the border was continually modernized and perfected; at
no point in the twenty-eight years after the Wall was built did the SED leadership
waste even a thought on dismantling the border installations or creating a politi-
cal system that would have made the Wall superfluous. Nonetheless, between the
building of the Wall and its fall, a total of about 40,000 East Germans managed
to escape through the barricades, taking daring paths and accepting risks that were
life-threatening. About 5,000 of them escaped in Berlin. Mirroring Count Mira-
beau’s saying that Prussia was not a state with an army, but an army with a state,
Stefan Wolle described the GDR in the following words: “This was not a state
with a border, but a border with a state.”? The segregation, detention, injury, or
death of people who wanted to leave their country was part of a system that could
not exist without walls.

In none of the Central and Eastern European states was it inevitable that the
latent factors of their internal crises would lead to the upheavals and revolutions
of 1989. For the GDR, the decisive impulse rather came from outside: from the
changes in the Soviet Union and their military, political and economic repercus-
sions, as well as the reform processes that had been initiated in Poland and Hun-
gary at the time.

It must be emphasized that Mikhail Gorbachev’s “new thinking” had not
started with glasnost or perestroika but rather with “uskorenie,” socio-economic
acceleration. It was the economic plight of the Soviet Union that forced it to
undertake reforms. In addition to the structural problems of the Soviet planned
economy—Ilow labor productivity, lack of innovative skills, declining investment
rates, creeping deflation of capital assets, and inflated military spending—in the
1970s and early 1980s new problems developed, such as the depletion of stocks
of raw materials in the western parts of the USSR, greatly increased development

18 See the statistical material of the GDR attorney general in Johannes Raschka, Justizpolitik im
SED-Staat. Anpassung und Wandel des Strafrechts wéihrend der Amtszeit Honeckers (Cologne
et al.: Bohlau 2000), 314.

19 Cf. Jurgen Wilke and Wilhelm Heinz Schroder, “Politische Gefangene in der DDR—eine
quantitative Analyse: Wissenschaftliche Expertise fiir die Enquete-Kommission des Deutschen
Bundestages ‘Uberwindung der Folgen der SED-Diktatur im Prozess der deutschen Einheit™”
(Cologne: 1997), 92.

20 Stefan Wolle, “Flucht als Widerstand?,” in Klaus-Dietmar Henke, Peter Steinbach, Johannes
Tuchel, eds., Widerstand und Opposition in der DDR (Cologne et al.: Bohlau, 1999), 309.
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costs in Siberia, and a series of poor harvests. The Soviet leadership under Gor-
bachev was thus faced with a serious financial and supply crisis. To overcome
this crisis, contributions from the “brother countries” were expected: already in
1987, the Soviet Union announced at the Council for Mutual Economic Assis-
tance (CMEA) that from 1991, foreign trade prices were to be adjusted to world
market prices. For the GDR this was to mean an additional expenditure of DM
184 billion annually, a number that caused sheer horror for party economists.?!
Many scholars tend to underestimate the economic causes in the decline of
communism. At least for the GDR, one of the more surprising archival findings
after 1989 was the extent to which the innermost circles of power in the SED
spoke openly, already in the mid-1970s, about the increasing structural and debt
problems, finally even speculating in 1988-89 on the prospect of bankruptcy.?
Nonetheless, at the same time, SED propaganda outside the GDR continued
endlessly to claim that the country ranked tenth among the largest industrial
nations in the world and never tired of extolling its alleged “political stability
and dynamically rising economic development.”?* Already in June 1988, Honeck-
er appealed to the Politburo that “we must prevent the collapse.”** Giinter Mittag,
the Central Committee secretary responsible for economic affairs, expressed his
gloomy prognosis for the future to a small group of financial experts in Novem-
ber 1988: “As it is now, we’re driving straight into a tree: we’ll be totaled!”
And in May 1989, Gerhard Schiirer, Politburo candidate and chairman of the
State Planning Commission, told the small group of members of the Politburo
responsible for financial affairs that the GDR’s debts in the West were increasing
monthly by DM 500 million and “if this development continues, the GDR will
be insolvent by 1991.7% It was urgent to connect the cuts that had already been
made “to a series of economic measures taken in the area of spending.”?’” But
no one in the inner circle of the SED leadership wanted to face the task of lim-

2 “Volkswirtschaftliche Berechnungen zum Warenaustausch DDR/UdSSR,” n.d. [1986], in
Bundesarchiv (BA), DE 1/56348, 3.

The crisis discussions at the Politburo during the 1970s and 80s are portrayed in Hertle, Der Fall
der Mauer, 17-73. In addition, see: Maria Haendcke-Hoppe-Arndt, “Der 6konomische Nieder-
gang der DDR,” Deutschland Archiv, no. 6 (1995): 588—602; as well as André Steiner, Von Plan
zu Plan, Eine Wirtschaftsgeschichte der DDR (Munich: DVA, 2004), 165-226.
2 Protokoll der Verhandlungen des XI. Parteitages der SED, 17. bis 21. April 1986 (Berlin: Dietz,
1986), 739.
Quoted from Major Friedrich to Generalmajor Alfred Kleine, Information [about the Politburo
session of 14 June 1988], 16 June 1988, in Archiv der Bundesbeauftragten fiir die Unterlagen
des ehemaligen Staatssicherheitsdienstes der DDR (BStU), MfS, HA XVIII Nr. 3376, 47.
Quote based on Heinz Klopfer, “Personliche Notizen iiber ein Gespriach beim Mitglied des Po-
litbiiros und Sekretér des ZK der SED, Genossen Dr. Giinter Mittag,” 23 November 1988, in
BStU, MfS, HA XVIII Nr. 3374, 118.
“Darlegungen Gerhard Schiirers zur Zahlungsbilanz mit dem nichtsozialistischen Wirtschafts-
gebiet,” 16 May 1989, in BA, DE 1/56317.
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iting the population’s standard of living. “What can we say to the people? How
shall we then face the nation?” asked the president of the Trade Union Federa-
tion, Harry Tisch.”® But Egon Krenz, responsible at the Politburo for security
questions, declared the following motto for the future: “We should be looking
forward now. For me, it is not a question whether the union of economic and
social policies should be continued. It must be continued, since that is the GDR’s
socialism!”*

It was not only the ongoing economic decline that demoralized the SED
leadership in the summer of 1989. Powerless, they had watched the attempts that
had been made since 1987 between the Soviet Union and the Federal Republic
to improve their relations; these led in June 1989 to the signing of a “joint dec-
laration” during a state visit of Communist Party General Secretary Mikhail
Gorbachev to Chancellor Helmut Kohl in Bonn. In this declaration, both sides
recognized the right of every state “to freely choose its own political and social
system,” and to consider the “respect of the self-determination of all nations” an
incontestable principle.*® Just three weeks later, in July 1989, on the initiative of
the Soviet leadership, an official document was signed at the congress of the
Political Consultative Committee in Bucharest in which the Warsaw Pact coun-
tries broke with the superiority and hegemonic claims of the Soviet Union,
whereby they also broke with the “tank philosophy” of the limited sovereignty
of the member states (the Brezhnev Doctrine). In the meeting’s communique,
the party and state leaders of the East bloc countries expressed that there is “no
universal model of socialism whatsoever,” and “no one” possesses “a monopoly
on the truth.” They stressed the need to develop relations with one another “on
the basis of equality, independence and the right of each to formulate and devel-
op their own independent political line, strategy, and tactics without outside
interference.”! Unlike their neighbors, the leaders of the East German part-state
had difficulties understanding the right to self-determination and independence
that were being granted to the “fraternal parties” as a “basis for a democratic
renewal on the basis of national struggles for independence.” Rather, just as they
already saw the “joint Soviet-German declaration,”™? such rights were simply

Heinz Klopfer, “Personliche Notizen iiber die Beratung beim Generalsekretdr des ZK der
SED und Vorsitzenden des Staatsrates der DDR, Erich Honecker, betreff Entwurf des Volks-
wirtschaftsplanes und des Staatshaushaltsplanes 1990,” Berlin, 16 May 1989, in BA, DE
1/56317, 25.

¥ Ibid., 42.
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“Kommuniqué der Tagung des Politisch-Beratenden Ausschusses der Mitgliedsstaaten des War-
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considered a threat to their existence. If the Soviet guarantee of the SED regime’s
existence were suspended, then from now on the SED would be faced with the
task of legitimizing their rule to “their people” themselves—and this in the face
of a pending economic bankruptcy. The fact that SED chief Honecker suffered
a gallstone colic during the Bucharest meeting and had to be flown to East Ber-
lin before the signing of the final document was highly symbolic.

And finally, Moscow’s foreign policy toward the United States had also
shocked the SED leadership. In order to gain ground in disarmament negotiations
with the United States, Gorbachev and the Soviet foreign minister Eduard She-
vardnadze declared the Soviet Union willing—without consulting its allies and,
as the SED leadership saw it, primarily at their expense—to implement extensive
concessions in human rights issues. In January 1989, the Soviet Union literally
forced the East German government to sign the Vienna CSCE accords. The sign-
ing states pledged, among other things, to respect the right of all people “to leave
any country, including their own, and to return to their country with no restric-
tions.”* Similar international agreements had already been signed several times,
even by the GDR, but they had never been implemented legally. But in Vienna
it was the first time that the GDR committed itself to guaranteeing this right—that
is, unrestricted freedom to travel—by law, and to allow its compliance with this
requirement to be monitored.

The foreign policy of the Soviet Union thus imposed domestic commitments
onto its allies, particularly East Berlin. But they were commitments whose im-
plementation not only threatened the political stability of the GDR, but also its
existence: if the border became permeable, the state was endangered.

In Poland and Hungary, democratic reforms toward a multi-party system were
introduced in the summer of 1989. While these reforms were forced from below,
in contrast to the GDR, they were then pushed forward from above by party re-
formers. But the SED leadership stood with its back up against the wall, leading
to its well-documented uncertainty as well as its resulting “speechlessness.”
While displeasure with the leadership had grown among the party’s members,
nonetheless, no significant pressure on the party leaders emerged, to say nothing
of any sort of inner-party opposition.

In view of the later developments in 1989, one must look for conditions under
which latent critical factors develop into governmental crises. And one must also
examine how the symptoms of structural crisis can trigger a process that mobi-
lizes the masses to protest a regime. And finally, there is the question of how the
role of the media should be understood in this context.

Fundamental crises in political systems emerge, as Pierre Bourdieu has at-
tempted to explain, through a “conjunction of independent causal chains” that

33 “Konferenz iiber Sicherheit und Zusammenarbeit in Europa. AbschlieBendes Dokument des
Wiener KSZE-Folgetreffens. Wien, 15. Januar 1989,” Deutschland Archiv, no. 4 (1989): 467—
68.
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first develop parallel to one another, and then, at a particular moment, interact.>
When the perception of the actors in such local crises is synchronized, where-
by these individual crises are driven to suddenly change into a general crisis or
a revolution, is called a “critical moment” by Bourdieu.*® In turn, this synchro-
nization effect is generated by “critical events” that spread the latent crises to
many different places, causing latent tensions to change abruptly into manifest
acts.

The media, which Bourdieu does not include in his concept, can play an im-
portant role in this synchronization process by conveying what has happened,
whereby it intensifies perceptions and creates a feedback effect—especially when
the media intervenes directly in events and becomes an actor.*® This augmentation
of the concept provides a framework of analysis that is capable of combining, on
both macro and micro levels, the history of structures and the history of events
(structure and agency).

The October Revolution

Until the autumn of 1989, the momentum for further developments in the GDR
was less due to civil rights activists than due to people leaving the country—and
the television coverage of them. This momentum was triggered by the more than
100,000 people who applied to leave the GDR, especially those demanding exit
visas in the summer of 1989 who occupied embassies in East Berlin or the West
German embassies in Warsaw, Prague and Budapest.*’

It is true that in East Germany the number of opposition groups critical of the
system had increased, especially since the mid-1980s.3® Among the issues they
focused on were peace and the environment, democracy, human rights, and es-
pecially the freedom to travel. Quite a few parish priests were involved; the

3% Pierre Bourdieu, Homo academicus (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1988), 254-303.

35 Ibid., 274-92.
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2008); Wolfgang Schuller, Die deutsche Revolution 1989 (Berlin: Rowohlt, 2009); another key
work: Walter Su3, Staatssicherheit am Ende. Warum es den Mdchtigen nicht gelang 1989 eine
Revolution zu verhindern (Berlin: Ch. Links, 1999).
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Lutheran church gave shelter to many groups. It is possible to gain the impression
that during 1989, the number of demonstrations organized by these independent
and civil rights groups increased steadily: from protests against fraudulent local
election results in May, to demonstrations against the violent suppression of the
Chinese student uprising in June, the founding of the opposition movement New
Forum (Neues Forum) on 9-10 September and then other groups, and finally the
founding of the Social Democratic Party (Sozialdemokratische Partei, SDP) at
the beginning of October 1989.

But this impression is deceptive. These opposition groups were primarily
involved with their own concerns, and for the most part failed to involve broad-
er sections of the populace.’* Until late summer 1989, it was rare if a public
protest attracted more than a few hundred people—this happened only a few
times. Only after the New Forum and other groups, such as Democratic Awak-
ening (Demokratischer Aufbruch) and Democracy Now (Demokratie Jetzt), were
founded in September did they gain popular acceptance. Nonetheless, these
newly organized civil rights groups also had little to do with the beginning of
the protest movement; in the early stages, demonstrations were usually sponta-
neous and unplanned. The first time more than 1,000 people took part in a
Leipzig Monday demonstration was on 18 September; on 25 September it was
5,000, on 2 October, 15,000, and finally on 9 October, 70,000—always follow-
ing events at churches. The opening of the Hungarian-Austrian border for East
Germans on 10-11 September was followed by a mass exodus. Only then, at the
beginning of October, did open protest quickly begin to swell and move to many
cities.*

This was because the opening of the Iron Curtain in Hungary had shifted the
balance of power between the government and the population in East Germany
in a decisive way.*' The exodus generated expanding repercussions among peo-
ple who wanted to remain in the GDR. For the first time since the uprising of
1953, they saw a chance to place demands on the regime: “We will stay, but only
if things don’t stay the same,” was an early slogan at the Leipzig demonstrations.
The new possibility of leaving via Hungary could be used as a means of pressure;
in return for their remaining in the GDR, they could insist on a political price.
No longer did fleeing or leaving the country weaken potential political resis-
tance, it gave it social justification. The mass exodus via Hungary undermined,

3 See Detlef Pollack, ““Wir sind das Volk!” Sozialstrukturelle und ereignisgeschichtliche Bedin-
gungen des friedlichen Massenprotests,” in Klaus-Dietmar Henke, ed., Revolution und Vereini-
gung 1989/90 (Munich: DTV, 2009), 178-97.

40 On the earlier history and background of the Hungarian opening of the border, see: Andreas
Oplatka, Der erste Riss in der Mauer. September 1989—Ungarn dffnet die Grenze (Vienna:
Zsolnay, 2009).

4 See Detlef Pollack, “Das Ende einer Organisationsgesellschaft; systemtheoretische Uberlegun-
gen zum gesellschaftlichen Umbruch in der DDR,” Zeitschrift fiir Soziologie 19, no. 4 (1990):
292-307, 300-1.
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in an unprecedented manner, the authority of the state and was a prerequisite for
the mass protests that were then to unfold.*

For the SED leadership, the “Hungarian betrayal,” not to mention the Soviet
Union’s passive attitude, was terribly humiliating. Reduced to relying on their
own authority, the first point of discussion at the Politburo meeting of 12 Sep-
tember 1989 was how to “close the hole in Hungary,” since applications for
travelling to Hungary had skyrocketed everywhere in the country. To avoid
“heavy losses” in citizens, Mittag suggested that “leaving the country should not
be carried out as globally as has been done until now. Why do the ambivalent
candidates have to go? This internal regulation may not, however, affect our
party or the majority of the population. We would upset them. The Stasi and the
Ministry of the Interior should undertake these actions.”* In this way, the SED
leadership solved their own political dilemma by foisting it onto the employees
of the security forces.

But the SED leadership still received some support from Prague. The Czecho-
slovak government tightened its controls for GDR citizens at its border with
Hungary. As a result, by the end of September more than 10,000 East Germans
were staying at the West German embassy in Prague in an attempt to force their
exit to the Federal Republic. Honecker gave in on 30 September 1989, letting the
embassy refugees travel in locked trains over GDR territory to the West. A com-
mentary edited by Honecker and published in Neue Deutschland on 2 October
hurled after them: “No tears should be shed over their like.” The statement
sparked outrage and anger in the families of the refugees, and even met with
protest from members of the SED. “With its cynical inflexibility,” Pollack has
commented, “the leadership of the SED itself contributed to the protests forming
in the streets.”

The SED leadership’s room for maneuvering shrank more and more, becom-
ing limited to either initiating political reforms—with an uncertain outcome—or
building a “second wall” at the Czechoslovak and Polish borders and, possibly,
having to quell demonstrations with military force. The closing of the East Ger-
man border to Czechoslovakia on 3 October 1989, and in some cases brute force
being used against protesters during celebrations for the fortieth state anniversa-
ry of the GDR around 7 October, point to their having chosen the latter option—
the use of force. More than 3,000 protesters were temporarily arrested in the GDR

42 Norman Naimark also emphasizes this causal link: “It is worth reiterating that those who left
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and over 700 investigation proceedings were initiated. On the evening of 9 Oc-
tober, there was a threat that the “Chinese solution” would be used in Leipzig.
Honecker and Stasi Minister Mielke had given the order to prevent “rioting” and
“riots.” But too many people had taken to the streets. In the end, the state power
capitulated in the face of 70,000 peaceful demonstrators.*” Footage of the demon-
stration was smuggled to the West, and on the following days it was broadcast
on television news, becoming a beacon for the demonstrating to spread. As Pol-
lack writes, “From 9 October, it was the people protesting in the streets who
determined the pace and the direction of the political developments in the GDR.”®
On 16 October, there were already 120,000 people in Leipzig chanting “We are
the people!” and demanding free elections, freedom of expression and the press,
and freedom to travel. Tens of thousands took part in demonstrations on the same
evening in other places, including Dresden, Magdeburg, Halle and Berlin.

The protests on the street drove the SED leadership to frantic activity. On 17
October 1989, SED general secretary Erich Honecker was toppled by an odd
Politburo coalition consisting of both reformist and arch-conservative forces.*
But instead of the expected stabilization of power under his successor, Egon
Krenz, who announced a political “turning point,” the rapid collapse of the com-
munist dictatorship began. Increasingly, the main problem of the SED leadership
was the economic situation. On 31 October 1989, an analysis of the economic
situation in the GDR was presented to the Politburo. Its findings: production
potential was exhausted, insolvency toward the West threatened, bankruptcy was
imminent. An immediate reduction of living standards by 25 to 30 percent would
be necessary, it stated. However, due to fears of an uprising, this was considered
out of the question politically.

The proposed solution to save the GDR from bankruptcy was the following:
in order to receive new loans to the sum of DM 12 to 13 billion, as well as im-
proved economic backing from the West German government, the permeability
of the Wall—in plain terms, easier travel opportunities for GDR citizens—should
be offered as a final means of exchange. Not surprisingly, on 1 November 1989,
Egon Krenz was told by Mikhail Gorbachev that economic assistance was no
longer to be expected from Moscow. On behalf of the SED general secretary, on
6 November Alexander Schalck-Golodkowski, as the GDR mediator, commenced
secret negotiations in Bonn with Chancellery Minister Rudolf Seiters and Interi-
or Minister Wolfgang Schéuble.

47 On the developments of the protest movement in Leipzig, see Tobias Hollitzer and Reinhard
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Unfazed by the change of leadership at the top of the SED, the exodus from
the GDR continued; from 18 October, up to 2,000 East Germans crossed the
Austro-Hungarian border daily. The continuous coverage by the Western media
of the refugees’ arrival in the West plainly exposed the SED regime’s lack of
legitimacy to the world public. At the same time, about 1,000 people a day applied
for emigration; on 29 October the total number had risen to 188,180.%°

Also the number of demonstrations had not waned. The protest movement did
not regard Honecker’s removal from office as reflecting the willingness of the
party leadership to implement reforms, but saw it as the regime’s running from the
pressure on the streets, a victory that subsequently gave legitimacy and incentive
to continue the demonstrations. As a result, pressure was intensified to push through
even more demands. In the second half of October, the situation in the GDR had
become explosive. Demonstrations against the SED spread across the country,
reaching even small and mid-sized towns. While in the week from 16 to 22 Octo-
ber, the Stasi registered a total of 140,000 participants in 24 demonstrations, in the
next week 540,000 people took part in 145 demonstrations, and from 30 October
to 5 November there were 1.4 million participants in 210 demonstrations.”' Ever
more emphatic were the demands for free elections, permission to form opposition
groups, and— over and over, and everywhere—the freedom to travel.

At the same time, despite the new secretary general and his vague promises
of reforms, the party’s members weren’t letting themselves be mobilized simply
at the drop of a hat. Attempts to convert opposition demonstrations into re-
gime-friendly rallies failed, sometimes already in the planning stages. SED mem-
bers’ confidence that the party leadership could cope with the situation waned.
The collapse of the SED regime’s control in the face of the people had now ex-
panded to the SED leadership losing authority and power over its own party base.

On 1 November, threatened by more demonstrations, the SED leadership
lifted the ban on travel to Czechoslovakia. Prague immediately resembled a tran-
sit camp for East Germans wanting to emigrate. The Czechoslovak government
registered a protest in East Berlin. The SED Politburo gave in, and from 4 No-
vember allowed East Germans to exit to West Germany via Czechoslovakia: after
the one in Hungary, there was a second hole in the Curtain.

Within days, 50,000 East Germans had taken this new route. The Czechoslo-
vak government feared this would spread instability in their own country, and in
East Berlin strongly protested against the mass migration. It formally requested
the SED to allow the exit of East German citizens to West Germany “directly,
not over Czechoslovakia’s territory.” If this did not happen, they would have to
close their border to East Germany.*

S0 Cf. “Wocheniibersicht” no. 44/89, 30 October 1989, in BStU, MfS, ZAIG Nr. 4599, 142.

ST See Walter SiiB3, “Entmachtung und Verfall der Staatssicherheit,” BF informiert, no. 5 (1994): 10.

52 Cf. Telegram, Ziebart to Fischer, Ott and Schwiesau, 8 November 1989, in BStU, Sekretariat
Neiber Nr. 553, 2.
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On 8 November, Chancellor Kohl made the demands of the East German
protesters his own: if the SED renounced its monopoly on power, permitting
independent parties and guaranteeing mandatory free elections, he would be
ready, he bluntly told Krenz as a condition for the requested loan, “to speak in
completely new dimensions about our economic aid.”® The chancellor was quite
sure that after free elections he would no longer need to discuss anything with
the East German communists.

The fall of the Berlin Wall

In the first week of November, as SED Politburo member Giinter Schabows-
ki summed up later, for the East German population that had been walled in for
twenty-eight years, “the experience of respect or scorn for the individual” culmi-
nated in the issue of being allowed to travel.** Under the pressure of the mass
demonstrations and alarmed by the Czechoslovakian protests, on 7 November the
Politburo gave the Council of Ministers instructions to produce regulations for
short-term trips. On the morning of 9 November, an inter-ministerial team pro-
duced a draft in accordance with the responsible department of the SED Central
Committee.>® The plan was to grant permanent departures—that is, moves to the
Federal Republic—at GDR border crossings, although only after an appropriate
application had been filed. Visits—also subject to application—would be ap-
proved up to thirty days a year, but were dependant on a visa being issued and
holding a passport. Those who did not have a passport, as the plan went, would
first have to apply for one and then wait again for at least four weeks. It was felt
that in this way, the immediate departure of all citizens could be averted. The new
travel regulations were to be revealed on 10 November at 4:00 a.m., in order to
let the employees of the application authorities time overnight to prepare for the
expected massive influx of people wanting to leave. Based on the application
process and the passport requirement, it was calculated that the first wave of
travel to the West would only occur in mid-December 1989.

The government draft, including a press release, was agreed upon at noon on
9 November by the Security Department of the Central Committee and the rel-
evant ministries—the Ministry of State Security, the Ministry of the Interior, and
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The Central Committee, the highest deci-
sion-making body of the SED, had begun their meeting the day before. During
53 Deutscher Bundestag, 11. Wahlperiode, 173. Sitzung, 8. November 1989, Stenographischer Be-
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55 On the following, cf. Hertle, Chronik, 118-23.
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the meeting’s continuation, or more precisely, during a “smoking break,” a few
members of the Politburo confirmed that the draft had been written.*

In the afternoon, it was placed before the Council of Ministers for a resolution
by circulation so that a quick decision could be guaranteed—namely, by 6:00
p.m. A copy of the draft was given to Egon Krenz. At around 4:00 p.m., he read
the proposed regulations to the 216 members of the Central Committee and
explained its urgency as being due to pressure from the CSSR. The hopelessness
into which the GDR felt itself forced was expressed by Krenz with the remark:
“However we do it, we’ll do it wrong!” But the Central Committee saw no
other way and gave its consent. At this time the travel regulations were—as
emphasized by Krenz—only a “proposal,” a draft. A decision by the Council of
Ministers had not yet been made.

Nevertheless, Krenz spontaneously commissioned the government spokes-
man to release it “at once,” thus lifting, almost casually, the news embargo.

This decision could have been corrected, since the government spokesman,
Wolfgang Meyer, was aware of the holding period and its background. But
Krenz’s next decision was irreversible: he handed the resolution together with
the press release to Politburo member Giinter Schabowski, who during these
days was serving as the speaker of the party, and gave him the order to report
on it at the international press conference already scheduled for 6:00 p.m. This
interference of the party in the executive work of the government led to the
unraveling of all the preparatory work that the Stasi and the Ministry of the
Interior had done for the new travel regulations.

Schabowski hadn’t been there when the Politburo confirmed the travel reg-
ulations at midday. He had also not been in the hall when Krenz read travel
regulations to the Central Committee. Thus, he knew neither the wording of the
paper, nor anything about a holding period.

At the end of the press conference, which was broadcast live on East German
television, he read the travel regulations from the piece of paper he had received
from Krenz. According to the regulations, GDR citizens would not only be
granted permanent departures, with permission being issued within a short pe-
riod of time, but also private trips would be approved. Permanent departures
would be possible at all GDR border crossings to the Federal Republic and to
West Berlin. “When does this take effect?” asked the journalists.’” Schabowski
looked helpless, because “that question,” the Politburo member said later, “had
not been discussed with me earlier.””® He scratched his head and glanced at the

paper.

¢ The proposed resolution is held in the records of the SED Politburo: Willi Stoph, “Vorlage fiir
das Politbiiro des Zentralkomitees der SED, Betreff: Zeitweilige Ubergangsregelung fiir Reisen
und stindige Ausreise aus der DDR,” 9 November 1989, in BA, DY 30/J IV 2/2A/3256, 9-10.
57 Cf. the transcript of the press conference text in Hertle, Chronik, 141-46.
Hertle, Pirker, Weinert, eds., “Der Honecker muss weg!”, 40.
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He overlooked the concluding sentence of the decision of the Council of Min-
isters, which stated that a press release would only be given on 10 November, and
his eyes came to rest on the beginning section, on the words “immediately” and
“without delay.” He thus formulated a terse response: “Straight away, with no
delay!” A few minutes later, at 7:01 p.m., the press conference was over.

However, the storming of the border crossings was not a direct response to this
press conference, as has often been incorrectly assumed, but it only began to occur
on a massive scale—with a clear time gap—as a result of the subsequent press
coverage, especially in the Western media. During the main evening news, which
lasted until 8:15 p.m., Schabowski’s statement became the main topic under dis-
cussion. Lacking precise information, the Western media began to fill in what
Schabowski had left open to interpretation, to condense the information in order
to create a meaning and a context. Very quickly his contradictory statements had
been interpreted as “the opening of the border.” Already at 7:05 p.m., the Associ-
ated Press headline was “GDR opens its border,” and at 7:41 p.m. the DPA spread
the “sensational information:” “The East German border to West Germany and
West Berlin is open.” At 8:00 p.m., the ARD “Tagesschau” made the travel regu-
lations its top news item, superimposing the words: “GDR opens border.”

The high point of the Western television coverage was the ARD show “Tages-
themen” (Issues of the Day), which began slightly late that evening, at 10:42 p.m.
An introductory clip showed the nearly deserted western side of the Brandenburg
Gate. The news anchorman, Hanns Joachim Friedrichs, proclaimed: “Tonight at
the Brandenburg Gate. It has ended its service as a symbol of the division of Ber-
lin. So has the Wall, which for the last twenty-eight years has separated East and
West. The GDR has yielded to the pressure of the people. They are now free to
travel to the West.”

Friedrichs then came into the picture and ended his introduction with these
words: “When dealing with superlatives, caution should taken, since they wear
out easily. But this evening, it is possible to risk one: The ninth of November is a
historic day. The GDR has announced that its borders are now open to everyone.
The Wall’s gates are wide open.” But Friedrichs’ announcement had jumped ahead
of the events: contrary to his assertion, the introductory clip, which had been
filmed at around 10:00 p.m. by the Berlin office, showed that, at least at the bor-
der crossings at Heinrich-Heine-Stra8e and Checkpoint Charlie, absolute silence
reigned.

It was actually the reporting of the supposed “open border” in the Western
media—especially on television and the radio—that triggered the onslaught of East
and West Berliners at the border crossings and the Brandenburg Gate. The fall of
the Berlin Wall is the first world-historic event to have attained reality because it
was announced by the media.

With no information or orders from their military commanders, the East Ger-
man border guards on duty the evening of 9 November 1989 were apprehensive
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about the growing masses of people, on both sides of the border crossings, who
had come to see whether the news was true. Queries by border guards with their
supervisors, asking how Schabowski’s statement was to be understood, remained
unanswered, as was the same question at the next level up in the ministries. In
the evening hours, only deputies, or deputies of deputies, could be reached at all
levels—and nobody knew the answer. The lines of communication to the top were
blocked: that day’s meeting of the Central Committee had been extended until
8:45 p.m., and therefore no ministers could be reached by their deputies. Thus,
the entire party and state leadership did not yet realize what had happened at the
press conference, and did not know about the media response or about the begin-
ning rush of East and West to the checkpoints.

The run on the east side was strongest at the border crossing on Bornholmer
Strafe, located in the densely populated district of Prenzlauer Berg. At first the
border guards reacted cautiously, telling people to come the next day. They then
allowed individuals to leave, but stamped their identity cards as void. Without
knowing it, the first East Berliners who ran across the Bornholm Bridge to West
Berlin had been expatriated.

Finally the pressure behind the barrier bar became so strong that the passport
inspectors and border guards began to fear for their lives. They made their own
decision, and at around 11:30 p.m. stopped making any checks. “We’re opening
the floodgates now! We’re opening everything!,” announced the senior passport
control officer, and the barriers were opened.

Also at Checkpoint Charlie, the only way the border officers knew how to
prevent the storming of the crossing was by opening all the gates at midnight. At
the Invalidenstral3e border crossing, the passport inspectors initially were deter-
mined keep the West and East Berliners at bay. They brought in reinforcements:
forty-five men with machine guns. But as the situation escalated, they made a
decision: “We won’t shoot at unarmed people.” The soldiers retreated and the
supervisor ordered: “Let them go!”

At midnight, all of the border crossings in Berlin were open; a short time
later, East and West Berliners also celebrated the fall of the Wall under the Bran-
denburg Gate.

“We are one people!”—The path to German unity

The opening of the Wall on 9-10 November 1989 was more than an “opening
of the border:” It was an act of self-liberation. The impact of the event, its form
and symbolism, knocked the control of the borders out of the SED leadership’s
hands—and at the same time, their power over citizens who were no longer walled

%% Hans-Hermann Hertle and Kathrin Elsner, eds., Der Tag, an dem die Mauer fiel (Berlin: Nicolai,
2009), 152.
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in. Without the Wall, the SED leadership and the newly formed government un-
der Prime Minister Hans Modrow also saw themselves stripped of their main
collateral for negotiating about economic stabilization with West Germany; the
GDR regime had lost its last creditworthy piece of property. “The people,” as
laconically stated by Schalck ten years later, “virtually pre-empted the leader-
ship.”®

At the same time, the pressure on the party and state continued to increase
after the Wall had fallen. On one hand, migration to the West increased again
sharply: from 10 November 1989 until the end of the year, over 120,000 people
left the GDR (the total in 1989 was 343,854); from January to March 1990 more
than 180,000 more left. On the other hand, the mass demonstrations continued in
the second half of November. The chants of “We are the people” quickly changed
to “We are one people”; within a short time, everywhere in the GDR banners with
the slogan “Germany—one fatherland” and black, red and gold flags without the
GDR emblem defined the image of the rallies. Many civil rights activists, writers,
artists and intellectuals, who until then had seen themselves as the spokespersons
and the vanguard of the demonstrations, distanced themselves from the demands
for Germany’s unification. Their attempts to stir up fears of a “sellout of our
material and moral values” and to propagate the GDR’s independence as a “so-
cialist alternative” to the Federal Republic failed, and after the first free elections
a few weeks later, they ended up being marginalized.®!

But before this had happened, the new democratic movements and parties were
able, based on the Polish model of a central “round table,” to limit the SED’s
power, force the annulment in the GDR’s constitution of the SED claim to lead-
ership, and push through free elections.®> Within weeks, the central party struc-
tures crumbled; the Politburo, the Secretariat of the Central Committee, and the
Central Committee itself disbanded. Without the party’s center of control, the
state power structures crumbled; nearly imperceptibly, the National Defense
Council simply ceased to exist due to lack of members. By mid-February 1990,
the SED had lost 1.6 of their once 2.3 million members.® At the beginning of
December 1989, district citizen committees occupied the state security buildings
and prevented the destruction of files. On 15 January 1990 the Stasi headquarters

8 Conversation between Hans-Hermann Hertle and Alexander Schalck-Golodkowski, 7 May
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in Berlin were stormed. The round table finally forced the Modrow government
to dissolve the Stasi, the East German secret police.

After the fall of the Wall and the end of the old SED, the Soviet Union was
the only remaining guarantor of the GDR’s existence as a state. At first, the So-
viet leadership categorically opposed any tendencies toward a unification of the
two German states. But its own internal problems—increasing national conflicts,
the profound financial and supply crisis, the threat of insolvency toward the West,
and the disintegration of the Warsaw Pact—together with the unstoppable disso-
lution of the SED’s power in January 1990 hastened the realization at the Krem-
lin that the GDR could no longer be saved. On 10 February 1990, in Moscow,
Chancellor Helmut Kohl received Gorbachev’s basic acceptance of Germany’s
reunification.® The day before, the CPSU party boss had already discussed with
US secretary of state James Baker that the external terms for German unity, in-
cluding the withdrawal of troops and the security of the neighboring countries,
should be part of negotiations between the two German states and the four victors
of World War 11, later labeled Two Plus Four.®® At this point in time, all sides still
assumed it was going to be a process that would take several years.

The vote at the first free parliamentary elections on 18 March 1990 was clear-
ly for a quick route to national unity. The election winner, with 48.1% of the vote,
was the Alliance for Germany (Allianz fiir Deutschland), made up of the former
bloc party CDU (Christlich Demokratische Union Deutschlands), the DSU (Deut-
sche Soziale Union), and the Democratic Awakening (Demokratischer Aufbruch).
The SPD (Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands) received 21.8% of the vote,
the SED-PDS (Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands—Partei des Demokra-
tischen Sozialismus) 16.3%, and the Liberals 5.3%. Alliance 90 (Biindnis 90), the
electoral alliance of the civil rights movements New Forum, Democracy Now,
and the Initiative for Peace and Human Rights received only 2.9% of the vote.
Under Prime Minister Lothar de Maiziere, the “Alliance for Germany” formed a
coalition government with the Social Democrats and the Liberals. The clear elec-
toral mandate in this grand coalition was “the winding up of their own state and
rapid union with the Federal Republic.”* The East German and West German
lower houses of parliament, the Volkskammer (People’s Chamber) and the
Bundestag, voted on 21 June 1990, with a two-thirds majority agreeing to a treaty
for economic, monetary and social union. As a result, on 1 July, the West German
mark was introduced as legal tender in the GDR. Financing the conversion costs
was accomplished primarily through loans.

64 Cf. Niederschrift des Gespriches des Bundeskanzlers Kohl mit Generalsekretir Gorbatschow,
Moskau, 10. Februar 1990 in Dokumente zur Deutschlandpolitik. Deutsche Einheit, 795-807,
esp. 801. On Soviet policy in Germany’s reunification, cf. Wolfgang Mueller, “The Soviet Union
and the Reunification of Germany, 1989-90,” in this volume, 321-53.
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The negotiations on the external aspects of reunification were the subject of
the Two Plus Four conferences between the two German states and the victorious
powers of World War II, as well as numerous bilateral talks. These negotiations
were brought to completion on 12 September 1990, with the signing of the “Trea-
ty on the Final Settlement with Respect to Germany.” In this treaty, the occupy-
ing powers renounced their rights and responsibilities connected with World War
II, both in Berlin and Germany as a whole. Germany received sovereign rights
over its internal and external affairs, confirmed the final form of its borders, and
pledged, among other things, to abstain from offensive wars and to reduce its
army to 370,000 troops. In addition, it was agreed that the 350,000 soldiers of
the Western Group of the Soviet military would be withdrawn by 1994.

The most important political milestones on the path to internal unity were the
following: The decision of the People’s Chamber on 23 August to join, in accor-
dance with Article 23, the constitution of the Federal Republic, and the Unifica-
tion Treaty between the two German states, which created the legal basis for
national reunification. When the two parliaments voted on 20 September 1990
for the treaty, their aim was also to create, after forty years of separation, unified
living conditions in Germany. On 3 October 1990, the political unity of Germany
was complete.

Conclusion

The emergence, course and outcome of revolutions—and this applies to the
radical changes that took place in all of the Central European countries—are
unforeseeable due to contingent constellations of actions and series of events,
even if there is an accumulation of structural crisis factors. Bourdieu’s analytical
concept, especially if it is extended to include the effects of the media, is a meth-
odology that requires the combining of the history of structures and events. It is
helpful for deciphering the “conjunction of independent causal series” and their
moments of interaction. By using this methodology, a significant contribution can
be made toward understanding the revolution in East Germany as well as in oth-
er places.

The opening of the Hungarian—Austrian border for East Germans on 10-11
September 1989 can be seen, in Bourdieu’s sense, as a “critical event.” And the
Leipzig Monday demonstration on 9 October 1989, which ignited the East Ger-
man October Revolution, can be interpreted as a “critical moment.” The aware-
ness of the two events was based largely on the media, whose reporting greatly
enhanced the effect of both. Hungary’s “hole in the wall” laid bare the SED
regime’s weaknesses and its loss of support from a formerly allied government
and, in particular, the Soviet hegemon. Over and above the nucleus of the op-
position movement, the opening of the Hungarian border gave new options to
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much of the East German population—both those who wanted to emigrate and

those who wanted to stay—while it narrowed those of the regime. The exodus

continued to grow, while at the same time, protests against the regime exploded
in the streets.

The Leipzig Monday demonstration on 9 October 1989 and the inaction of
the ready police and military forces against 70,000 protesters made 9 October a
symbol of hope. The peaceful course of events emboldened many to take part
in demonstrations; by 9 November 1989, several million people all over the GDR
had taken part in more than 600 demonstrations and rallies, protesting for their
democratic rights and against the regime. In this situation, the resignations of,
first, the SED general secretary, and then the Council of Ministers and the Po-
litburo, as well as the announcement of reforms, were interpreted as a sign of
weakness on the part of the country’s leaders. Instead of saving the system, these
acts intensified the protest movements and accelerated the breakdown of the
party’s rule.

The fall of the Berlin Wall on 9 November 1989—mnot intended by the SED
and caused largely by the media—did not end the revolution as is believed by
some. It rather changed its course.’” The number of demonstrations in the three
weeks after the Wall fell remained as high as in the three previous weeks.*®® No
longer walled in—a fact that made the communist regime finally lose its power
and control over the “state inmates” (Joachim Gauck)—the majority of the pro-
testers unambiguously called for German unification and the end, not the reform,
of the GDR.

One of the ironies of the October Revolution is that in the previous weeks,
when faced by the state’s impending bankruptcy, some of the SED leadership
had already abandoned their belief in the survival of the GDR without West
German assistance, and thus were ahead of “their” people. And it is part of the
tragedy of the opposition that even after the fall of the Wall, some of the civil
rights groups—also because they were ignorant of the real economic situation—
dreamed of socialist reforms, distancing themselves from the demonstrations and
the ever more energetically chanted slogan “Germany, united fatherland.” “They
promoted the right of self-determination for the society, but refused to tolerate
the self-determination as it was then practiced by the bulk of the population.”®
Many civil rights activists marginalized themselves because of this contradic-
tion. Increasingly, the advocate for the mass movement of the GDR population
was the West German conservative-liberal government under Chancellor Kohl,
7 See, for example, Stefan Bollinger, /989—eine abgebrochene Revolution : verbaute Wege nicht
nur zu einer besseren DDR? (Berlin: Trafo, 1999).

8 Cf. Uwe Schwabe, “Der Herbst "89 in Zahlen—Demonstrationen und Kundgebungen vom Au-
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70er Jahren bis zum Zusammenbruch der SED-Herrschaft (Opladen: Leske + Budrich, 1999),
719-35, here 726-27.

8 Rodder, Deutschland, 124.
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who with his Ten-Point Plan of 28 November 1989 was already heading for
German reunification.

Crucial for the success of the East German revolution was ultimately the po-
sition of the Soviet Union. “Our troops are with you,” CPSU general secretary
Leonid Brezhnev had impressed upon Erich Honecker in August 1970 before the
latter came to power. “Erich, I am telling you frankly, never forget: the GDR
cannot exist without us, without the Soviet Union, its power and strength. With-
out us there is no GDR.””° In January 1990, the dictum was the same as it had
been nearly twenty years before, but the price of maintaining the GDR, econom-
ically or militarily, was too high for CPSU leader Mikhail Gorbachev and his
closest advisers—and to pay it would have contradicted Gorbachev’s “new think-
ing.” When the Soviet Union released the way for German reunification after the
fall of the Berlin Wall, the basis for the GDR’s existence was extinguished. It is
this subsequent self-dissolution of the SED state after the collapse of its ruling
system which characterizes the special path taken by Germany among the com-
munist systems in Central and Eastern Europe.

Translated from the German original by Cynthia Peck-Kubaczek

" Conversation Leonid I. Brezhnev with Erich Honecker, East German protocol, 28 July 1970, in
BA, DY 30/J IV 2/2A/3196.
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CZECHOSLOVAKIA IN 1989: CAUSES, RESULTS,
AND CONCEPTUAL CHANGES!

Conceptual changes in the “miracle year”

The crucial events of the year 1989 were actively influenced by the Czecho-
slovak people. In November and December they rose up against the hegemony
of the ruling Communist Party of Czechoslovakia (Komunisticka strana Cesko-
slovenska, KSC) and, with their decisive actions, contributed to the fall of the
communist dictatorship. The “Velvet Revolution” became the symbol of a peace-
ful takeover of power and the building of a democratic state on the basis of
pragmatically conceived governmental and legal continuity. The grass-roots
movement—represented in the Czech Republic by the Civic Forum (Obcanské
forum, OF) and in the Slovak Republic by the Public Against Violence (Verejnost’
proti nasiliu, VPN)—reached an understanding with representatives of the com-
munist elite to choose a conciliatory path toward a market economy and democ-
racy. This model of historical compromise was different from that which occurred
in Hungary and Poland, because the Czech communists were unwilling to engage
in any sort of dialogue with the opposition until the last moment. In the end, their
so-called normalizing regime collapsed due to the wide-spread protests in East
Germany and the fall of the Berlin Wall on 9 November. The Czech compromise
is quite significant if compared to the frightful example of the bloody drama that
occurred in Romania in December 1989. While the emergence of latent anti-com-
munism was nonetheless very energetic, the Czechs and Slovaks sobered up
quickly from their revolutionary enthusiasm. The fact remains that they see their
“peaceful,” “velvet,” or “gentle” revolution as a unique contribution to the histo-
ry of modern revolutions since 1789—in the sense of stopping a chain of violence
and endless revenge for the past wrongs. The world’s ethos was represented by
the dissident Vaclav Havel, who at the end of the “miracle year” was elected
president of Czechoslovakia.

The fall of the communist dictatorships in the countries of Central and Eastern
Europe has been perceived as a revolutionary change in the world order, but these
revolutions (or coups), as such, have not been thought to have offered anything
innovative or inspiring. Jiirgen Habermas has called them the “catching up” revo-

' This paper was written as part of a research project on the “Czechoslovak Federal Assembly
1989-1992: The Emancipation of Legislative Power” that has been supported by a grant from
the Czech Science Foundation (GACR P410/11/0423).
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lutions, revolutions that merely copied the ideas and methods of the modern period.?
In a similar line, Frangois Furet has argued that not a single original idea was born
in the upheavals which took place in Eastern Europe in 1989.> The source of these
civil movements has been defined in different ways, including the awakening of
citizens’ values or the longing for lost freedom.* But most importantly, they have
been considered motivated by materialistic or consumer factors. One of the first
slogans of the OF and the VPN was a call for the “return to Europe.” This symbol-
ized their common effort to join the free and economically more developed West.
This is the atmosphere in which Francis Fukuyama’s paradigmatic theory, the “end
of history” concerning the historical victory of the liberal democratic order (and
capitalism), was born.’ Another American political scholar, Samuel Huntington, has
created an impressive global picture of the democratic phases in which authoritar-
ian regimes from South America to Eastern Europe have given way to democracies.®
The last phase was initiated in 1974 with Portugal’s “Carnation Revolution,” which
was followed by the people of the Soviet bloc fifteen years later. In this ideologi-
cal-theoretical context, the theory of transformation to democracy or transitology,
which had already been around for a while, began to thrive and developed a func-
tional leveling typology.” This is how, at the beginning of the 1990s, “paradigms of
transformation” were conceived, which were the result of the attraction toward
human rights policies, liberal democracy, and a capitalist market economy that
followed the neoliberal model of the so-called Washington Consensus of democra-
cy and prosperity. This paradigm has been reinforced in liberal political debates and
in specialized discourses in the social sciences, also in Czechoslovakia of the 1990s,
where the view was held that liberal democracy had defeated “red totalitarianism.”
After the transition period in Czechoslovakia, the prevailing concept was that of
return: return not only to Europe, but also to an idealized form of the country’s own
democratic and economic traditions. This created a new wave of historical opti-
mism, negating earlier viewpoints in which history was the centerpiece of commu-
nism. Czechoslovakia’s democracy was seen as predestined for prosperity.

A wide range of comparative analyses and approaches have explored theories
regarding the end of history and the phases of democracy. In the 1990s, a number
of comparative studies were undertaken that examined the fall of the dictatorships

2 Jirgen Habermas, “Die nachholende Revolution,” in Kleine Politische Schriften VII (Frankfurt
am Main: Suhrkamp, 1990).
3 Quoted in Ralf Dahrendorf, Reflections on the Revolution in Europe (New York: Time Books,
1990), 27.
4 Timothy Garton Ash, We the People: The Revolution of '89 Witnessed in Warsaw, Budapest,
Berlin and Prague (London: Granta, 1990).
5 Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the Last Man (New York: An Avon Book, 1993).
¢ Samuel Huntington, The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late Twentieth Century (Norman:
University of Oklahoma Press, 1991).
7 Vladimira Dvorakova and Jiti Kunc, O prrechodech k demokracii (Prague: Sociologické nakla-
datelstvi, 1994), 157.
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in the Soviet bloc countries.® For the most part, they have focused on the magnitude
of the geo-political changes, the role of Gorbachev’s perestroika, and the specific
major economic and political shifts in the satellite states. Naturally, these studies
did not provide an in-depth analysis of specific events and their history. It was only
in the next decade that scholars began to deal with these topics. But in connecting
the forms of these crucial events, they also changed the view of them accordingly.
Priority was given to detailed examinations of the modalities of political change. It
was seen that liberal and democratic processes are marked by the opposition not
being prepared to take over power, and problems emerging regarding legalities in
its continuity as well as the broad political consensus.’ The French political scien-
tist Magdaléna Hadjiisky has provided a detailed analysis of the conflicting plural-
ist political systems originating from engaged citizens within the OF.'

The American historian James Krapfl has dealt with the civic dimension of
change and revolution from below, rejecting thereby the statements of Habermas
and Furet concerning the non-originality of the Eastern European revolutions. He
states that the “Velvet Revolution” was a unique example of a disciplined and goal
orientated collective action, based on a special combination of modern and tradi-
tional values. According to him, democratic revolutions prefer a balanced combi-
nation of direct and representative elements.!" Padraic Kenney has examined the
power of the people, presenting numerous examples of spontaneity and creativity.
He has described revolution as a theater performance, as a jolly carnival.'> The
Czech philosopher, sociologist and law specialist Jifi Pfiban has revealed a post-
modern dimension in the Eastern European revolutions—their movement toward
pluralistic public forums, and their rejection of there being only one legitimate
framework (as, for example, popular sovereignty) in favor of “diversity in living

8 See, e.g., Roger East, Revolution in Eastern Europe (London, New York: Pinter Publishers,
1992); Ivo Banac, ed., Eastern Europe in Revolution (Ithaca, London: Cornell University Press,
1992); J. Elvert and M. Salewski, Der Umbruch in Osteuropa (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag,
1993); Jacques Lévesque, The Enigma of 1989: The USSR and the Liberation of Eastern Europe
(Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press, 1997); Vladimir Tismaneanu,
ed., The Revolutions of 1989 (London, New York: Routledge, 1999); Steven Saxonberg, The
Fall: A Comparative Study of the End of Communism in Czechoslovakia, East Germany, Hunga-
ry and Poland (Uppsala, Virginia: Harwood Academic Publishers, 2001); Svetlana Savranskaya,
Thomas Blanton, Vladislav Zubok, eds., Masterpieces of History: The Peaceful End of the Cold
War in Europe, 1989 (Budapest, New York: Central European University Press, 2010).
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styles.”"® This diversity has often been connected to an identity anchored in the past.
This identity sprang from historical memory and resulted in the dependence of the
political actors on numerous personal, family and collective traditions of the past,
traditions that had often been interrupted by the dramatic events of the twentieth
century. The past, however, was not only a positive source of strength and identity;
it was also a burden due to the legacy of the totalitarian regime.'*

In the Czech Republic, the “transformation paradigm” disintegrated not only
because of different views of understanding as such, but also due to a gradual
sobering regarding the “Czech path toward capitalism”!® and the “barbarizing of
Czech politics,”'¢ especially during the political and economic crisis of 1996-97.
Nevertheless, it took another decade before it was rejected as an ideological
construct that gave unprecedented power to the expansion of global capitalism,
thus threatening the plurality of cultures and values.!” Different age groups and
programs expressed the need to criticize the foundations of the neoliberal para-
digm and to formulate a new concept of democracy. At the same time, anti-com-
munism was rejected as a political tool of the Czech right in its struggle with the
liberal left as a political alternative. Renewed democratic and socialist traditions
are closely connected to the above-mentioned plurality of memory.!8

Part 1 of this chapter depicts the establishment of communism in Czechoslovakia
and analyzes the reasons for its fall. Following the “Velvet Revolution” as delineated
in Part 2, the interparty struggle, political and economic measures as well as lustration
in 1990-98 are analyzed in Parts 3—5. At the end of the chapter, an attempt will be
made to draw premlinary conclusions about the changes achieved in Czech society.

1. Reasons for the fall of the dictatorship in Czechoslovakia

The “Velvet Revolution,” the unexpected outburst of widespread discontent,
was primarily caused by external influences—it was one of the last pieces in the
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series of falling dominos of the regimes in Central Europe. A radical farewell to
the past, it gave the impression of breaking continuity. However, while not evident
on the surface, continuity with the “normalizing regime” was very deep. The key
to understanding how the ancien régime fell is found in the character and the
origins of the Czech communist dictatorship. Regretfully, not much research in
this area has been done until now, and we thus can only draw a tentative and
improvised picture.

After seizing power in February 1948, the Communist Party of Czechoslova-
kia became an overwhelming political force. It did away with its competitors, and
until 1956 ruled with terror and triumphant propaganda. Thus, only limited op-
position could take place within the party and state structures. From time to time
after 1956, a certain amount of criticism appeared from the cultural and intellec-
tual elite, who expressed the need for more artistic autonomy and creative free-
dom," for a different approach to reading Marx (and Marxist revisionism),? as
well as the need for economic reform. The party’s leadership eliminated such
rebellious elements, a policy that was used both during periods of thaw and of
repression.

The most critical moment for the dictatorship took place in 1968—69.2! The
“Prague Spring” of 1968, which started in December of the previous year as a
“palace revolution,” turned into an attempt to reform and to create a more attrac-
tive “socialism with a human face” that was adapted to domestic needs. The
aroused civic society succeeded in gaining complete freedom of speech, which
in the course of a few weeks dismantled the authority and discourse of the KSC.
The terror of the 1950s was openly criticized in the media, a number of previ-
ously suppressed political “citizens’ groups” came to life, as did a number of
different identities and traditions. However, the socialist structure as such was
left untouched and not challenged; people wanted socialism without dictatorship,
a better, non-authoritarian communist party that would rule thanks to its inherent
authority. The reformed party’s leadership declared that this was their goal; in
practice, however, the former structures and power aspirations remained.?> With
approaching external threats from the USSR, hundreds of thousands citizens
demanded independence and state sovereignty. But the awakened civil society
was not given a chance to articulate its various emerging interests in discussions
and debates. These spontaneous citizens’ movements, accompanied by the disin-
tegration of communist power, were interrupted by the Soviet-led invasion of
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Czechoslovakia.” The leading communists who had supported reforms capitulat-
ed, and the overall result was a gradual resignation in the society and the striving
for “consolidation” and “normalization” of relationships.

The post-August dictatorship caused a political, mental and moral decline,
because it buried hopes for change and democratic socialism. The reinstated
dictatorship, without the freedom of expression, undertook a huge wave of
“cleansing,” and in the 1970s, more than half a million party members who had
expressed disagreement with the invasion were expelled from the KSC ranks.
This was followed by an active persecution of the revolutionary youth movement
and the circles of independent socialists. The regime of the “restored order” made
it clear that it would not tolerate any open opposition. Charter 77, which was
established in 1977 as part of the Helsinki movement to defend human rights,
considered itself a moral opposition. But the approximately two thousand people
who joined Charter 77 were spied on until the fall of the regime by the secret
police, and the group was unable to evolve into a political opposition. The Czech
population was again forced to adapt itself to an authoritarian regime leaning
toward the Soviet Union, the superpower in the east.

Structural changes and unsolved problems under communism

After February 1948, the KSC managed to destroy parliamentary democracy
as well as the prewar economic order that, until World War II, had for centuries
been developing in its own fashion. All private property was nationalized,* in-
cluding the expropriation of small businesses from owners and farmers,” and
the free market was replaced by a system of central planning and an economy
focused on heavy industry. The society underwent a complete structural change.
Severed were the traditional ties and social hierarchy of the rural and civic so-
ciety. Communist egalitarianism veiled the real, or undeclared, inequality in
economic status of the communist nomenklatura, which became a “new class”
(Milovan Djilas). The citizens had to adapt themselves to the new conditions,
make the best of the given situation, and find ways to realize their own vested
interests.?

Parallel to the repeating crises of communist authority, the system also lived
through economic crises, with the regime in the 1950s and 60s repeatedly react-
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ing to attempts to implement reforms. The regime was faced with the dilemma
of how to incorporate elements of free market and competition (which would
increase work productivity and motivation) into the rigid precepts of a central-
ized economic system, while at the same time holding on to the socialist sys-
tem.”’

The socialist economy, in its consumer phase in the 1970s and 80s, was
marked by persistent shortages of consumer goods. The saying circulated during
this period that “in spite of the fact that you can buy nothing, you can get every-
thing.” One could get desired goods through unofficial distribution networks by
providing favors or bribes. In practice, scarce goods were distributed at three
levels. First at the state level; second, at regional warehouses accessible to the
nomenklatura and their friends, namely, shop operators and those who gave them
bribes. Third, what was left was distributed to sell in shops accessible to the
public at large. Many citizens managed by doing extra work, including illegal
activities and moonlighting without paying taxes. Small and large scale corruption
reigned in this type of economy, with its shortage of goods. The folk proverb
“he who does not steal is robbing his family” was an expression of the reality
that stealing from the state was not unusual. The communist state was gradually
populated by nomenklatura and family clans who owned social and cultural
capital, as this compensated for their lack of financial capital and property
ownership. This was one of the key reasons and motivational factors for the later
property ownership transformation, which began immediately after the regime’s
fall, even before official restitution or privatization processes began in the spirit
of a transformation law.?®

In the second half of the 1980s, it became evident that the rigid system was
failing, both economically and intellectually, and had to reform. The contrast to
the effectiveness and prosperity of the capitalist system was overwhelming. Even
communist leaders became aware of this fact. One of the most important reasons
for the dictatorship’s fall, as seen by the Czech sociologist Ivo Mozny, was that
the system it defended no longer satisfied anyone except the party nomenklatura.
It appealed neither to the managers of government enterprises, nor to the gener-
al economic elite. And the general populace was dissatisfied because of the
shortage of goods, sinking salaries, as well as the shortage or lack of available
housing. But despite all this frustration, the situation was not critical and there
was no threat of social unrest.?’ Furthermore, there was no realistic alternative
to the existing system. The Czechs and Slovaks wanted to live in a more devel-

77 zdislav Sulc, Strucné déjiny ekonomickych reforem v Ceskoslovensku, Ceské republice, 1945—

1995 (Brno: Doplnék, 1998).

Ivo Mozny, Proc¢ tak snadno...: Nékteré rodinné ditvody sametové revoluce (Prague: Sociolog-
ické nakladatelstvi 1999).

Otakar Turek, Podil ekonomiky na padu komunismu v Ceskoslovensku (Prague: Ustav pro
soudobé dé&jiny, 1995).

28

29



144 Jiff Suk

oped and freer consumers’ society, but not necessarily in a capitalist system.
While they had specific wishes, they had only a vague notion about what kind
of regime would fulfill their desires.

Late communism

Soviet perestroika came too late; it was a futile attempt to make authoritari-
an communism an attractive alternative to liberal democratic capitalism.** In
Czechoslovakia, any will to reform was inevitably associated with 1968. Post-oc-
cupation party leadership was right to fear a new crisis. It openly joined pere-
stroika under the condition that the “reconstruction” would be carried out taking
the local specificity into consideration. It made concessions, above all in the
economic sphere (“reconstruction of economic mechanisms”),’! and avoided
political and cultural liberalization. The average citizen associated the “recon-
struction” primarily with the idea of glasnost. However, the average citizen was
still deprived of the freedom of speech. The communist authority waned, the
Marxist-Leninist discourse of “real socialism” crumbled.* From 1987, the bu-
reau of the KSC Central Committee became increasingly more concerned about
the development of the entire communist bloc due to glasnost in the Soviet
Union.

The liberalization in the public and cultural domain did not satisfy the expec-
tations and the demands of the citizens, especially the younger generation, which
did not accept the official cultural conception and dogmatic socialist realism,
which in the “restored order” or “normalization” period of 1969-89 had soft-
ened. Young people were no longer impressed by communist propaganda, and
they were put off by censorship and the existence of forbidden books and “spe-
cial films,” which by the end of the 1980s had become an incomprehensible
anachronism, not to mention the difficulties to travel to Western countries. They
expressed their dissatisfaction at university meetings and elsewhere.*> Another
symptom of the decreasing authority of the KSC manifested itself in an increase
of violence among the people (football rowdies, bullying in student residences
and the military, etc.).
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The imaginary divisions between the dissident ghetto and the rest of society
became a “grey zone”; it was here that excluded artists and intellectuals met and
had discussions with once conformist colleagues. Several independent initiatives
were started that dealt with culture, pacifist movements, and politics. At the end
of 1988, foreign radio broadcasts were no longer interrupted. Millions of Czechs
and Slovaks began to listen to Radio Free Europe and Voice of America.’* The
diminishing of the authority of the KSC and its rigid official policies gave way
to the activities of charismatic individuals who represented various values and
traditions. Already in July 1985, during the traditional procession in Velehrad,
many of the faithful openly demonstrated their discontent regarding the status
of religious freedom. The churches were frequented by more and more young
people. The regime felt threatened: In March 1988, the police in Bratislava used
water cannons to disperse a peaceful “candle demonstration.” Cardinal Frantisek
Toméasek was a symbol of defiance for believers who explicitly demanded the
independence of the church from the state, respect for religious freedom, and
more democracy.* The symbol of 1968 was Alexander Dubéek, who had become
the hope of those who aspired to “democratic socialism.” It was hoped that
Mikhail Gorbachev would appreciate Dubcek’s merits and enable him to return
to politics. Artistic freedom and civic courage was represented by Vaclav Havel,
seen as the leading authority of Charter 77. In January 1989, he was arrested
again and sentenced to nine months of imprisonment. After a huge wave of in-
ternational solidarity (and his being nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize), he
was conditionally released mid-sentence. Several thousand until then conformist
artists, scientists and other citizens gave Havel their unconditional support.
However, there was no direct or simple connection between the first courageous
acts of individual citizens and the massive collective act that would later shake
the regime. A balance of fear ruled in the months before the unexpected fall of
the regime: The population lived in terror of police violence, while at the same
time the regime was afraid of compromises that would cause its downfall.

The above-mentioned individuals, Havel, Dubcek and Tomasek, had a certain
amount of influence as a moral example, but they did not stand for a political
movement. They represented the different identities and traditions that had been
suppressed or interrupted in critical years—1938-39, 1948, 1968—69—which all
culminated in 1988—89, with the anti-regime student demonstrations on 17 No-
vember 1989 in Prague. During the “Velvet Revolution,” the entire spectrum of
national memory, with its emblems and symbols, flooded public spaces. Awak-
ened was the memory of the prosperous democratic “first republic” (1918-38),
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of the citizens’ spontaneity and unfulfilled dreams during the “Prague Spring,”
of modern humanistic and democratic values and human rights, as well as the
memory of old religious and spiritual traditions.*®

2. The “Velvet Revolution” (November and December 1989)

The brutal suppression by police forces of the peaceful student demonstrations
on 17 November triggered an avalanche of developments. The university students
contacted intellectuals, artists, and theater and film actors; together they created
pockets of resistance. Strikes were declared. On 18 November almost all of the
theaters in Prague went on strike; they were subsequently joined by artistic ensem-
bles in other cities. The protest movement was accelerated by a false rumor of a
student’s death, Martin Smid.” Theaters across the country became forums for
heated discussions. On Monday, 20 November, all the universities went on strike,
joined by various organizations. In Prague and Bratislava, meetings took place at
which hundreds of thousands of people participated. They were joined by thousands
of other demonstrators in the major cities of Bohemia, Moravia and Slovakia.*®

On Sunday, 19 November, the Civic Forum (OF) was born in the Prague
Cinoherni Club. The political movement was not only made up of dissident
groups, but of disenchanted citizens, including some communists and members
of the National Front.* At the same time, Vaclav Havel became a celebrity re-
spected by large parts of society. In the Slovak capital of Bratislava, a similar
movement was established, the Public Against Violence (VPN). The leaders of
the VPN were the environmental activist Jan Budaj and the popular actor Milan
Knazko. The aim of both movements was to establish a dialogue with state au-
thorities about liberalization and a process of democratization. The pressure of
these citizens’ movements culminated on 27 November, with a general strike that
forced the communists, represented at that time by the federal prime minister,
Ladislav Adamec, to initiate talks with the opposition.

Adamec launched discussions with the opposition on 26 November, one week
after the revolution had started. As a result of these political negotiations, politi-
cal prisoners were released, the constitutional articles giving the KSC a leading
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role in society under the National Front political system were removed, and op-
position groups were legalized and granted access to the media. Both the OF and
VPN demanded fundamental changes in the composition and focus of the gov-
ernment, although they were not yet interested in participating in it. Both move-
ments had only come into being after 17 November 1989 and needed time to
organize themselves and formulate their programs. Prime Minister Adamec took
advantage of this situation, and on 3 December he introduced a government
dominated by communists, who kept fifteen positions of twenty.** This govern-
ment was rejected by the people, but the renewed protests remained peaceful and
did not become violent. After a few days, the OF (but not the VPN) realized that
they would fail if they did not show their power and demand seats in the govern-
ment. Prime Minister Adamec had resigned and the “government of national
understanding,” led by the communist Marian Calfa, appointed seven ministers
from the Civic Forum, excluding the minister of the interior and minister of de-
fense, which were key positions. The VPN was not represented by any minister.*!

On 10 December, the new federal government was appointed and the presi-
dent, Gustav Husak, a communist, resigned. The objective of the OF and VPN
was for Vaclav Havel to take over the presidency. The Federal Assembly—the
supreme legislative body of the Czechoslovak federation—possessed a comfort-
able communist majority, and thus decided to call direct presidential elections,
expecting the victory of its candidate, ex-Prime Minister Ladislav Adamec. The
candidacy of Havel caused complications in Slovakia, where political parties and
social organizations had nominated Alexander Dubcek, a 1968 political symbol,
for the presidency. The communists and most political forces except OF, VPN
and the small Czech bloc parties demanded direct elections. However, direct
elections would result in a competition between the Czech and Slovak candidates
and could cause the separation between the two republics. Thus, the OF and VPN
found themselves in a paradoxical situation. The revolutionaries insisted on ob-
serving the existing constitution and having the president elected by the Federal
Assembly, which was dominated by the communists. In contrast, the KSC put
forward a constitutional amendment establishing a presidential system. Demo-
crats wanted to prevent direct elections, but during the “round table” debates
which had started on 8 December, they failed to convince their opponents. A club
of communist deputies in the Federal Assembly insisted on direct elections and
appealed to the opinion of the general public. As the OF and VPN had no depu-
ties in parliament, they could only mobilize the public. They were concerned,
however, that the massive pressure on the communist deputies to elect Havel as
president would cause the disintegration of the highest legislative body, which
would result in a constitutional crisis.*
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Calfa offered a way out of the stalemate at a private meeting on 15 December
in the office of the prime minister. Calfa and Havel agreed on a coordinated
process, aiming for Havel to be elected president. Calfa intervened in parliament,
and already at the next meeting of the Federal Assembly on 19 December, the
communist deputies resigned their plans of having a direct election and support-
ed Havel’s candidacy.

At the time of the deputies’ discussions, students were demonstrating in sup-
port of Havel’s candidacy in front of the parliament building on a daily basis. The
club of the KSC was unable to resist the pressure from both sides, and gave up
their fight to elect a president of their choice.* It was imperative that Czech—Slo-
vak relations not break up during the presidential elections and thus, various
measures were taken to lower the Czech and Slovak tensions regarding Havel
and Dubcek as candidates for the presidential post. The two men met a few times
with this goal in mind. Complicated negotiations and subsequent round table
meetings of the various political parties, organizations and movements culminat-
ed in an agreement on how to fill the highest state functions. On 29 December,
Dubcek was elected chairman of the Federal Assembly, and Vaclav Havel, a day
later, became the president of Czechoslovakia. Both were unanimously elected.
After the election ceremony at Prague Castle and a solemn 7e Deum in St. Vitus’
Cathedral, the university students, the moving force and symbol of the protest,
ended their strike.*

The end of the “miracle year” culminated in a genuine democratic revolution,
characterized by James Krapfl as a “saintly society” symbolizing human values
and a combination of direct and representative democracy.* The fall of the com-
munist dictatorships in Czechoslovakia was not preceded by political segrega-
tion, this having been hindered by the rigid Czechoslovak regime. In this sense
it differed from the more liberal Polish and Hungarian regimes. The process of
political and ideological differentiation began only in January 1990.

3. Division of power and political liberalization (December 1989—June 1990)

The elimination of the constitutional articles granting a leading role in the
political system to the KSC (29 November), the taking over of key ministries in
the federal government by non-communists (10 December), and the election of
Vaclav Havel as the president of the republic (29 December 1989) put an end to
the KSC’s dominant position in the bodies of executive power. In January and
February, the KSC ceased to be the main power in the highest legal bodies (al-
though it maintained its relatively strong position until the parliamentary elections
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4 Krapfl, Revolucia s ludskou tvdrou, 55-100.
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on 8 and 9 June 1990). A concrete view of the new balance of power in the first
half of 1990 is provided by the basic figures documenting the results of the
co-optation of new members into the highest legislative bodies. The decisive
political forces came to an agreement at a round table in January 1990.% Small
political groups had a relatively large amount of influence, although this did not
match their social weight. The OF and VPN were forced to accept some compro-
mises (in the areas of legislation, election law, etc.), which caused disagreements
in both movements and created potential political splits.

Between late December 1989 and early February 1990 many of the 350 mem-
bers of the Czechoslovakian Federal Assembly (FS) were removed or forced to
resign. Of its 242 deputies, the KSC was left with 136; the OF and VPN were
given 129 seats (4 of them not occupied), non-party deputies were given 41 of
their previous 64 seats, and the parties of the former National Front kept their
previous number of mandates—the Czechoslovak People’s Party and the Czecho-
slovak National Socialist Party each 18, and the Democratic Party and the Free-
dom Party each 4. In early February 1990, the parliaments of the republics—the
Czech National Council (CNR) and the Slovak National Council (SNR)—were
changed in the same fashion. A significant anomaly was that in the SNR, the VPN
had only 21 co-opted members from the total number of 150, whereas the com-
munists were left with 65 seats, despite the fact that one purpose of co-optation
was to eliminate the absolute majority of the KSC. In early February 1990, the
political decision-making process shifted from round tables to reconstructed legal
assemblies (and by the end of March, local and district councils were reinstated,
as were national councils in the whole country). Thanks to these changes, parlia-
mentary democracy was formally restored in Czechoslovakia. The dual state ap-
paratus was based on three pillars, two republican and one federal, and represent-
ed democratic politics. These bodies, freshly liberated from an authoritarian sys-
tem, formed a complicated matrix, since the Czechoslovak federal state, from its
inception in 1968, had been governed by the centralized dictatorship of the KSC.*’

At the beginning of 1990, the government was represented by 50 ministries
in three governments (Czech, Slovak and federal) and 700 deputies in the three
legal councils (FS, CNR and SNR). The constitutional system didn’t anticipate a
systematic institutional cooperation between the national councils, or between the
Czech, Slovak and federal governments. The status of the republics in the feder-
ation and the division of powers became a controversial issue. After twenty years
of re-centralization, the historical demands of the Slovaks for national sovereign-
ty gained momentum.*

46
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The beginning of political fragmentation and conflicts
over the communist past

The latent conflicts manifested themselves in the “Hyphen War,” which last-
ed from January to April 1990. The reason for this conflict between Czech and
Slovak politicians and the public opinion in the two republics was the issue of
the common state’s name. On 23 January 1990, in the federal assembly, Presi-
dent Havel suggested omitting the word “Socialist” from the name. This would
mean returning to the original name of Czechoslovak Republic. In Slovakia, this
suggestion provoked a public uproar. Slovaks refused to accept any name that
resembled the first republic’s (1918-38) concept of a unified Czechoslovak
nation. The Czech public considered the Hyphen War to be petty and minor.
They were unable to understand that the Slovaks, after so many years of oppres-
sion, were looking for a name they considered appropriate, proposing names
such as the Czech-Slovak’s Republic, etc. The Hyphen War was the beginning
of conflicts concerning patriotism, identity and distinct nationalism. After dra-
matic negotiations, which were often influenced and linked to passionate dis-
plays of public opinion, on 19 April 1990 the Federal Assembly accepted a
compromise that resulted in a complicated name: the Czech and Slovak Feder-
ative Republic (CSFR).* The Hyphen War was a prelude to equally dramatic
conflicts regarding competence in the second part of the year 1990, and subse-
quent discussions between representatives of the two nations about the meaning
of federal legislation.*

The OF and VPN respected the KSC as an equal political entity. However,
from the beginning of 1990 the ideals of reconciliation and harmonious rela-
tionships were pushed aside, and somewhat belatedly, the latent anti-commu-
nism that permeated the OF became an important disruptive factor and a key
topic within the liberated public opinion. Crucial was the experience of the local
and regional OF with “communist mafias” and “nomenklatura brotherhoods,”
which had begun to transfer state property and financial assets to private busi-
nesses.’! In March 1990, the OF presented a request to nationalize all property
belonging to the KSC. The legislative procedure, however, was slow and laws
were adopted only at the end of the year. “Wild privatization” took place, not

% Milan Sttovec, Semidza ako politikum alebo ,, Pomickovd vojna “: Niektoré historické, politické
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only of the property owned by the KSC, but also of state enterprises, offices,
and other organizations.>

In mid-April 1990, the taboo of the “Velvet Revolution” was broken. Prague
city prosecutor Tomas Sokol (OF) contemplated the possibility of banning the
KSC. This idea provoked strong tensions between the national center of the OF,
which represented the policy of compromise, and the radical regional OF, which
adopted the idea as their leitmotiv. Even parties that for many decades had col-
laborated with the National Front demanded that the KSC be banned.>* Parallel
to the demands of these parties, Czechoslovaks who had been political prisoners
in the 1950s insisted on the KSC being banned; they had not agreed with the
policy of compromise from the beginning. On 22 April, the Federal Assembly
adopted a law of extra-judiciary rehabilitation of these people, which resembled
the spirit of 1968.* This law abolished, across the board, unfairly rendered
judgments, and enabled compensation to be given to victims of judicial tyranny.
However, the communist regime was not characterized as non-democratic and
was not punished for its crimes. It was clear that this kind of “reconciliation
with the communist past” would not suffice.

A problem closely related to the call for “decommunization” was the com-
munist secret police or State Security. The OF and VPN did not control the
Federal Ministry of the Interior. The new minister, Richard Sacher of the Czecho-
slovak People’s Party, promoted the concept of gradual and cautious restructur-
ing based on cooperation with certain ministers. This idea did not appeal to the
OF, which demanded the immediate break up of “old structures” and the firing
of all state secret agents. Behind the doors of registries and archives, the links
between ordinary citizens and State Security were examined. This process was
limited by the fact that 15,000 files had been destroyed in December 1989.
Certain powerful groups took advantage of their access to confidential files of
the secret police. Fear spread of the vanished secret police and its network of
140,000 agents. This motivated an objective examination of political candidates
and parties. The pre-election screening was nevertheless far from objective, as
was revealed by scandals that were created by accusing, without conclusive
evidence, two election leaders and candidates, Jan Budaj (VPN) and Josef Bar-
tonc¢ik (People’s Party), of having worked as informants and attempting to use
their knowledge and networks for manipulating the political process. It satisfied
no one, which is why pressure grew for further and deeper examination of pub-
lic figures, resulting in the passage, in October 1991, of the screening law.*
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Political liberalization and the democratic process

On 23 January 1990, the Federal Assembly adopted laws regarding political
parties in order to facilitate the pluralistic political system.”” The established parties
of the National Front that had existed before November (including the KSC) found
themselves in an advantageous position, because they became part of democratic
politics. A new indefinite element was introduced, the fresh political parties, such
as the Civic Forum and the Public Against Violence. Along with these parliamen-
tary bodies, other political parties were forming. The Election Act, adopted on 27
February,® established a system of proportional representation in twelve constitu-
encies, with limiting clauses of 5 percent (in the Slovak National Council, 3 per-
cent); it also stipulated that the election term would be two years, and that the main
task of politicians was to adopt a new constitution and initiate economic change.

The laws adopted by the parliament at the end of March 1990 cemented civil
liberties, including the rights of association, assembly and freedom of speech.” In
the second half of April, the basic conditions for the upcoming changes in the
economy were created, including laws on the equality of all kinds of property, joint
stock companies, individual entrepreneurship, and state companies.® In early May,
the Federal Assembly abolished the death penalty, and adopted a new law on high-
er education, giving academic institutions extensive autonomy.*!

Czechoslovak foreign policy declared a “return to Europe.” President Havel was
enthusiastically welcomed by the US Congress when he visited the United States
on 19-23 February 1990. Three days later, on 26 February, a Czechoslovak dele-
gation reached an agreement in Moscow between the government of Czechoslova-
kia and the Soviet Union on the withdrawal of Soviet troops (in June 1991, the last
soldier left). The foreign policy of Czechoslovakia ambitiously assumed that the
two military blocs—NATO and the Warsaw Pact—would gradually disappear and
be replaced by the system of collective security within the framework of the Con-
ference of Security and Cooperation in Europe. In Moscow, at a meeting on 6 June
of the Warsaw Pact states, it was agreed that a gradual dissolution of the Soviet
military alliance would take place. From the turn of 1990-91, however, Czechoslo-
vak diplomacy oriented itself toward Czechoslovakia joining NATO.®
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4. Democratic elections, anti-communism, and economic liberalization
(June 1990-May 1992)

The electoral victory and the collapse of the OF and VPN

On 8 and 9 June 1990, 90 % of the Czechs and Slovaks participated in par-
liamentary elections. For the first time in more than half a century, they could
vote freely from a large number of political parties and movements. The Civic
Forum won 53 % in the Chamber of Deputies and 50 % in the House of Nations
of the Federal Assembly and 49.5 % in the Czech National Council. The Public
Against Violence won 32.5 % in the Chamber of Deputies and 37 % in the House
of Nations of the Federal Assembly and 29.3 % in the Slovak National Council.
The political movements that been spontaneously born in November 1989 in the
squares of Czech and Slovak cities won convincingly, the OF with a spectacular
triumph. Considering the pre-election wave of anti-communism, 14 % of votes
in favor of the communists was for them a success; however, in comparison to
the pre-election period, the KSC had considerably fewer parliamentarians. This
significant outcome was strengthened by the results of the municipal elections in
November 1990, when 17% voted in favor of the KSC. This meant that it was
politically impossible to dissolve the party legally, as this would have put the
principle of free elections into question. Legislature seats also went to the Chris-
tian Democratic Party (Czech, Slovak and Hungarian minorities in the Slovak
Republic), the party representing the interests of Moravia, and the Slovak Nation-
al Party.® The largest groups in the Federal Assembly of Czechoslovakia, the
Czech National Council, and the Slovak National Council were politically not yet
differentiated, but the potential differences that increased from the beginning of
1990, above all regarding the very principles of these movements, moved to a
higher political level after the election. The main political dividing line remained
anti-communism and the operations of State Security agents within state struc-
tures.

The OF, the election winner representing the politics of compromise, had
managed to suppress the anti-communist position before the election. After the
election, however, anti-communist sentiments grew stronger. In September 1990,
the Federal Assembly and the Czech National Council formed a strong Inter-par-
liamentary Club of the Democratic Right, representing radical economic reforms
and more energetic dealing with the communist past. The pressure for decommu-
nization measures from regional Civic Forums became stronger. However, forced
decommunization measures proved ineffective, as were the legal measures to get
rid of the nomenklatura cadres in charge of enterprises and ministries which were
adopted through the intermediary of the Assembly on 30 August, as well as the
law on property restitution to the KSC of November 1990. Property transfers—

6 Kopetek, Era nevinnosti, 66-74.
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both legal and illegal (according to the newly adopted laws on enterprises and
business)—were occurring in great numbers. The goal was to get rich quickly,
not through long-term business plans. In this atmosphere, on 21 August President
Havel delivered a speech in which he stated that the November revolution “had
not ended.” From that moment, there was talk about the need of a “second rev-
olution.” The post-election anti-communist wave culminated in the autumn of
1990. District Civic Forums were under constant pressure, and so they supported
the leadership of the OF who suggested the idea of a “moral tribunal” over the
KSC and its period, from which a systematic effort to punish specific crimes of
communism was to follow. However, new conflicts arose at this time concerning
the structure of the Civic Forum and related economic reforms. While the newly
elected leader of the Civic Forum, Vaclav Klaus, had decided to transform the
movement into a conservative party, the out-going collective leadership wanted
to keep it a political activist movement. In the midst of the political battles, the
will to deal systematically with the communist past was lost. In February 1991,
the OF split into Klaus’s right-of-center Civic Democratic Party (Obcanska de-
mokraticka strana, ODS) and the Civic Movement (Obcanské Hnuti) represented
by the minister of foreign affairs, Jiti Dienstbier.®> Shortly thereafter, the VPN
also fell apart, becoming the liberal Civic Democratic Union (Obcianska
demokratickd vinia, ODU) and the populist Movement for a Democratic Slovakia
(Ludova strana—Hnutie za demokratické Slovensko, HZDS) under the leadership
of Vladimir Meciar. In Slovakia, the main dividing line was the status of the
Slovak Republic vis-a-vis the federation; in the Czech Republic, the main ques-
tion was decommunization.

Dealing with the communist past

After the election, the parliament’s political forces regrouped and continued
crystallizing their ideological platforms. In April 1992, the Federal Assembly
consisted of eighteen political groups (from the original eight). In spite of the
crumbling of the right (for example, while the necessity of radical economic re-
forms was shared by all, the concept of lustration was not), left-wing opposition
was practically non-existent, because the KSC was no longer considered a dem-
ocratic opposition, and the revived social democrats failed in the election.*® Fol-
lowing the breakup of the OF, anti-communism was roughly channeled into two
strategies: (1) Since it was considered impossible to legally ban the KSC and too
complicated to forbid communist businesses and former state secret agents to
participate in the privatization process, there was no other choice than for the

65 Suk, “Politické hry s nedokonéenou revoluci: Uétovani s komunismem v ¢ase Obéanského fora
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party to purge its own ranks. This meant that pressure continued to increase to
fire members of parliament, employees in government offices and institutions, as
well as those people working for the State Security. (2) Economic transformation
was seen as a way out of the political and economic chaos of the transition peri-
od, a means to end the critical interim “pre-privatization misery.” Restitution (the
return to the original owners or their descendants of tangible property nationalized
by the communists after February 1948), public auctions of small businesses
(shops, pubs and other enterprises), as well as the privatization of large companies
and industrial conglomerates were seen as the most important methods of settling
accounts with the communist past, both its ideology and its politics. Private own-
ers for state assets were to be found as quickly as possible, the free market was
to bring order concerning private ownership, and prosperous individuals were to
be the foundation for the prosperity of all.

Attempts at a straightforward condemnation of the entire communist era
(1948-89) and the pressure of more thorough lustration processes formed the
agenda of settling accounts with the communist past. By the autumn of 1990, the
rhetoric of “national understanding” was definitely over. The relationship between
the new right wing and the KSC remained bitter and showed the verbal and sym-
bolic mobilization against everything communist. However, outlawing the KSC
was desired only by marginal extra-parliamentary parties and organizations. The
communists moved away from the social democratic parties, fuelling their tradi-
tional anti-capitalist identity.®” Narrow-minded anti-communism was accompa-
nied by attempts to implement as many decommunization elements as possible
into the legal system inherited from the communist era.

The more difficult it became to ban the KSC, the more pressure was applied
from the right to rid governmental institutions of “the old structures.” Lustration
continued in March 1991, with an official list being released with the names of
ten members of the Federal Assembly whose names were in the registers of the
State Security.®® In October, the Assembly adopted a controversial lustration law,*
which stated that functionaries of the past regime (party cadres, secret police, or
militia) would in the future be not allowed to hold the above-mentioned state
offices. The law was disputed, however, due to conflicts regarding the role and
impact of the 1968 reform communists in contemporary politics. Right-wing
politicians defeated the politicians of the weak liberal center and the left. Accord-
ing to the law, lustration was not to be publically known. However, public pres-
sure for reckoning with the past was overwhelming, and thus it was entirely
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logical in the post-November development when in June 1992 a list appeared in
the radically anti-communist Necenzurované noviny (Uncensored News) of
140,000 names of informants and potential informants of the State Security (an
official registry of 75,000 agents appeared in 2003). From that moment, attention
was shifted to these agents, who became the scapegoats for the sins of commu-
nism. At the same time, publicly it was said that the so-called big fish (KSC and
State Security functionaries, economic counter-intelligence, socialist foreign
trade enterprises, etc.) had shifted their interests to the privatization process and
big business.

The “Czech road to capitalism”

In September 1990, a “scenario of radical economic reform” was adopted by
the federal minister of finance Vaclav Klaus.”” The fact that Klaus was elected
chairman of the OF (and in April 1991, of the party’s successor, the ODS), shows
the importance given in that political mobilization period to “radical economic
reform.” This reform was designed, according to the so-called Washington Consen-
sus, as “shock therapy.” Restrictive macroeconomic politics were introduced and
the Czech market was opened to the world. The devaluation of the Czechoslovak
crown took place in three steps, in January, October and December of 1990, wiping
out the savings of the population and devaluing the costs of labor and material
capital by 54 percent. Reducing the exchange rate relative to its purchasing power
parity favored domestic exporters, but also severely penalized domestic investors
while preparing for privatization. From 1 January 1991, prices were deregulated.
After these measures, consumer prices increased sharply. The government dealt
with this inflation by strictly regulating wages and subsidies. This stalled develop-
ment above all in education, science and culture. The people accepted “belt tight-
ening,” because they were promised rapid and widespread prosperity.

The belief in quick prosperity was embodied by the project of “voucher pri-
vatization,” which became a national hit. In the “first wave,” beginning on 1
November 1991, the government offered shares in 998 companies based in the
Czech Republic, totaling almost 350 billion crowns. Six million Czechs (77 per-
cent of the population), influenced by government propaganda and advertizing,
purchased a “voucher’s booklet” for a thousand Czech crowns. Starting on 18
May 1992, everyone could invest their thousand coupons directly into privatized
businesses, or entrust it to investment funds. Three-fourths of the participants,
hoping to become rich fast in the atmosphere of “popular capitalism,” entrusted
their vouchers in funds. In the “second wave,” shares of 676 enterprises were
distributed. This voucher privatization functioned as a widely spread mobilization
of Klaus’s “Czech road to capitalism.” By 1997, 47 percent of the country’s assets
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had been privatized through vouchers, 13 percent had been transferred (especial-
ly through restitution), and 12 percent had been sold through privatization to
specific persons. National property was left at 27 percent.”!

5. The rise and fall of “Czech capitalism” (June 1992-98)

The parliamentary elections in June 1992 resulted in a center-right coalition
headed by Klaus’s ODS. In Slovakia, a populist-nationalist coalition was formed,
led by Meciar. The winners of both elections agreed to a quick and peaceful di-
vision of the state, which had existed (with a break from 1939 to 1945) since
1918. The Czech and Slovak Federal Republic ceased to exist on 31 December
1992.7 For Czech politics, this meant relief and a confirmation of the course of
“the Czech path to capitalism,” supported by the widely held belief in the high
level of Czech industry and its capability of being competitive on the global
market. The coalition ruled until the elections of 1996, followed by a political
and economic crisis which culminated in the fall of the Klaus’s second govern-
ment in December 1997.

The voucher privatization caused a confusing and unproductive ownership
structure. The government was aware of this, and began to promote business
privatization, transferring property to Czech citizens who had ideas for business
projects. Despite the initial impression that competitive capitalism involving
Czech proprietors was experiencing great success, in the long run it failed to
develop. Four large banks were capitalized, these becoming the major owners of
industrial enterprises either through their own funds or through privatization
funds. At the same time, they provided loans to businesses. These complicated
ownership relationships prevented the formation of a healthy competitive and
solvent environment. The result of the Czech version of capitalism was a crash
in the mid-1990s of many companies and private banks. The “Czech path” lost
its perspective and the total loss due to privatization came to around 600 billion
crowns. Politics that was closely linked to business was often based on corruption
and “tunneling” practices. The public discourse was full of expressions such as
“clientelism” and “mafia capitalism,””® which moved those healthy businesses
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that certainly existed to the background. Prosperous enterprises were mainly those
that were foreign-owned, a model being Skoda in Mlad4 Boleslav, which was
privatized and owned by the German Volkswagen concern.

After early elections in 1998, the Czech Social Democratic Party formed a
government and then embarked on the privatization of all the remaining large
banks and enterprises, selling them to foreign capital. Despite the neoliberal em-
bracing of privatization in the early 1990s, the social and legal framework pro-
tecting the employed and enabling collective bargaining remained in place. How-
ever, due to the increasing dependence on foreign ownership, such laws gradual-
ly began to lose their importance.™

A permanently unfinished revolution?

The question of “coming to terms” with the communist past maintained its
ideological and political potential. The right made this its permanent mobilizing
tool. In 1993, the Czech parliament passed a law making communism illegal and
criminal, a confirmation of radical condemnation. However, the KSC, which
enjoyed the support of 10 percent or more of the voters, could not be outlawed.
In 1995, an office for documenting and investigating communist crimes was
created in order to document and investigate crimes that already at that time were
considered crimes against humanity. However, the activities of this office did not
meet original expectations; in the years from 1995 to 2008 thirty people were
convicted, only eight of them unconditionally.”

In 1995 the validity of the lustration law was extended for another five years,
and in 2000, for an indefinite period. So far, of nearly 460,000 requests, lustration
certificates have been issued for over 10,000 persons who were found to be in
the registry books of the State Security.” Some on the list, especially actors,
singers and other celebrities, have denied their cooperation with State Security
and the courts have usually believed their declarations. In connection with the
corruption and patronage during the period of “wild privatization” and with “tun-
neling,” however, discussions haven’t stopped regarding the significant number
of former communist cadres who created a corrupt business environment.

Since the year 2000, attention has focused on history and remembrance. The
fight against communism has continued, particularly through rhetorical means.
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Communism has been presented as a continuing danger to a free, democratic
society and something that must be faced through historical research and the
memory of its victims. Interest has increasingly turned to archives as key sources
for rhetorical and symbolic reconciliation. The archives of the State Security were
completely opened in the years 2002—04, but this has not led to a deeper under-
standing of the context, and the specific examination of individual cases has
reduced the communist past to its repressive aspects. This trend has resulted in
the founding of the Institute for the Study of Totalitarian Regimes in 2007, which
was supported by the political right.”” In the second half of the decade, intellec-
tuals of the younger generation have begun more actively to protest such treat-
ment of the past. Their protest is related to opposition to global capitalism ac-
companied by searching for alternatives to the neoliberal status quo.” The dream
of the “end of history” has evaporated. Twenty years after the fall of the socialist
dictatorship, the Czech society, in a time of economic crisis, is marked by con-
flicts, resentments and fears.

The Czech Republic as part of the “global village”

The Czech society has undergone a great social change.” The geographic
position of the Czech Republic in Central Europe holds undeniable benefits—it
is not peripheral, but a transit country through which money, goods and labor
pass. As a result it has become a postindustrial consumer country, despite the fact
that the standard of living of an average Czech still lags behind that of an average
German, Frenchman or Swede by a wide margin. It seems that this level will not
be reached in the foreseeable future.®® Psychological changes are mainly based
on the country having opened, allowing possibilities to travel, study, or work
abroad. These changes are also based on the technological and information rev-
olution and the interconnection of the world.?' Personal computers connected to
the internet and mobile phones belong to the basic equipment of the average
Czech. The banking revolution has also created changes: almost all Czechs have

7 See the official site at: http://www.ustrcr.cz.

See, for example, the websites of the following left-wing think tanks: Socialist Circle, Associ-
ation for Left-wing Theory (http://www.sok.bz); ProAlt: Initiative for criticism and reforms to
promote alternatives (http://www.proalt.cz/); Internet Diary Referendum (http://www.denikref-
erendum.cz).

See, for example, the pre-socialism balance in: Jifi Vecernik and Petr Mat&ja, Zprdva o vyvoji
Ceskeé spolecnosti 1989—1998 (Prague: Academia, 1998), 365.

Martin Myant, “Podoby kapitalismu v Ceské republice”, in Adéla Gjuri¢ova and Michal Ko-
pecek, eds., Kapitoly z déjin ceské demokracie po roce 1989 (Prague, Litomysl: Paseka, 2008),
265-87, 287.

Libor Prudky, Inventura hodnot: Vysledky sociologickych vyzkumii hodnot ve spolecnosti Ceské
republiky (Prague: Academia, 2009), 340.

78



160 Jiff Suk

a personal bank account and many take out loans and mortgages. Living in debt
has become a social reality.

A revolutionary change has taken place in ownership structures. The state has
ceased to have a decisive influence on ownership distribution or the control of
property. There are large differences between the upper and the middle class; the
situation of the latter is very unstable. The sectors of culture and education con-
tinue to be undervalued. The number of people educated at universities is increas-
ing, but quantity has been won at the expense of quality. Corrupt practices include
the purchasing of college degrees, which are still highly valued by many Czechs.
There is a substantial pay gap between educated professionals, as for example,
between teachers, economists, or lawyers. Among the most significant social
changes has been the disappearance of the working class due to the influx of
cheap labor from eastern countries. This trend has been accompanied by a decline
in trades and apprenticeships, for which there is little interest. In times of global
economic crisis, it seems that long-term social stability, which in principle is a
constitutive element of the egalitarian Czech society, is threatened.

Translated from the Czech original by Michael Werbowski
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YUGOSLAVIA 1989:
THE REVOLUTIONS THAT DID (NOT) HAPPEN

During the 1980s, Yugoslavia was marked by contradictions. On one side, the
citizens enjoyed a greater degree of freedom than in any other communist coun-
try in Europe, including largely unrestricted freedom of travel, a modest consum-
er society' and a vibrant cultural scene. On the other hand, of all the communist
countries, Yugoslavia held the highest percentage of the population as political
prisoners, the vast majority of them Kosovo Albanians accused of secessionism.?
But instead of being dominated by the Soviet Union, Yugoslavia was the only
communist country other than Albania that retained its autonomy and it forged
close ties with the United States and Western Europe, including a cooperation
agreement with the European Community.

Thus it seems a paradox not only that Yugoslavia dissolved violently in 1991—
leading to a brief armed conflict in Slovenia in 1991, longer wars in Croatia from
1991 to 1995 and in Bosnia and Herzegovina from 1992 to 1995, and finally to
the war over Kosovo in 1998 and 1999—but also that there was a delay in fully
democratic governments being established in a number of its successor states. At
first glance, the trajectory away from single-party communist rule does not appear
particularly different from the other communist countries: The League of Com-
munists of Yugoslavia held its last congress in January 1990, leading to a collapse
of the party, and in the same year multiparty elections were held. But in funda-
mental contrast to the other countries that experienced the end of communist rule
in 1989-90, Yugoslavia did not take only one path away from communism, but
multiple ones. Non-communist governments came to power in Slovenia, Croatia
and Bosnia and Herzegovina. The successors to the League of Communists won
in Montenegro and Serbia. And in Macedonia the anti-communist opposition won
the elections, but was unable to take power. Opposition emerged within the repub-
lics against local communist elites, but there was no successful Yugoslav-wide
opposition and elections were never held at the state level. As a result, for the
most part the end of communist rule did not reflect a move toward a democratic
Yugoslavia, but toward competition and often mutually exclusive visions of the

' See Patrick Hyder Patterson, Bought and Sold. Living and Losing the Good Life in Socialist

Yugoslavia (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2012); Hannes Grandits and Karin Taylor, eds.,

Yugoslavia's Sunny Side: A History of Tourism in Socialism (1950s—1980s) (Budapest: CEU

Press, 2010).

2 Florian Bieber, Nationalismus in Serbien vom Tode Titos zum Ende der Ara Milosevi¢ (Miinster:
Lit Verlag, 2005).
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country. This accelerated the crisis Yugoslavia had begun experiencing during the
1980s. The decentralized nature of the League of Communists and the federal
state meant that political competition occurred less within the republics (and the
provinces Kosovo and Vojvodina) but rather between them. The pluralization of
politics in Yugoslavia was thus marked by disputes within each republic over how
to reshape its role within Yugoslavia (or whether to leave the Yugoslav Federation
altogether).

Due to the violent dissolution of Yugoslavia, this is what most scholarly at-
tention has focused upon, seeking to identify its causes.’> Also when the events in
Yugoslavia are compared to the other transitions from communism, this has been
the main focus: the large scale aggression.* Fewer scholars have explored the link
between the country’s dissolution and its democratization.’

While the crisis of the Yugoslav system coincided with the crisis of commu-
nism in Soviet-dominated areas of Europe, its causes were largely home-grown. In
postwar Yugoslavia there had been no violent repression of the “Croatian Spring”
democratic movement, as there had been in Hungary or Czechoslovakia, and the
absence of the Red Army or Soviet influence meant that opposition against com-
munist rule could not be (re-)directed toward external factors, namely the Soviet
Union. There were various domestic sources of the crisis of communism. First was
the inability of the system to allow for the liberal reforms that had been pursued by
reformists in some of the republics in the early 1970s, before the repression of the
“Croatian Spring.” Thus, while the Yugoslav system was more open than in other
communist countries, it had failed to liberalize sufficiently. Second, the economic
system did not suffer from excessive formal state planning, but rather a lack there-
of. A highly autonomous self-management economy had led to atomization and an
excessively complicated system that made reform difficult. This type of economy
was ill equipped to confront the economic crises of the 1970s and 1980s. The
broad decentralization of Yugoslavia, enshrined in the 1974 constitution, sought
to “resolve” the national question and promote a Yugoslav approach to the “with-
ering away” of the state.® Excessive centralization had undermined the legitimacy
of the first Yugoslavia between the two world wars. The political fragmentation of

> For good overviews of the different theories on Yugoslavia’s dissolution, see Dejan Jovi¢, “The
Disintegration of Yugoslavia: A Critical Review of Explanatory Approaches,” European Journal
of Social Theory 4, no. 1 (2001): 101-20; Jasna Dragovi¢-Soso, “Why Did Yugoslavia Disinte-
grate? An Overview of Contending Explanations,” in Lenard J. Cohen and Jasna Dragovic-Soso,
eds., State Collapse in South-Eastern Europe: New Perspectives on Yugoslavia's Disintegration
(West Lafayette: Purdue University Press, 2007), 1-39.

4 Valerie Bunce, Subversive Institutions: The Design and the Destruction of Socialism and the
State (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999).

> V.P. (Chip) Gagnon Jr., “Yugoslavia in 1989 and after,” Nationalities Papers 38, no. 1 (2010):
23-39.

¢ See Dejan Jovi¢, Yugoslavia: A State That Withered Away (West Lafayette: Purdue University
Press, 2008).
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the “late socialist” Yugoslavia responded to the two demands of the early 1970s
for political reforms and decentralization by denying the former and granting the
latter in a manner that facilitated political competition, first along republican and
later, national lines.”

There are few archives in the region that allow access to information about
the crucial years following the death of Tito in 1980 and leading to the country’s
dissolution. However, due to the dispersion of the state and party archives to the
various successor states and the division of the archives of the League of Com-
munists between state and party archives, some materials have become available.
The two most comprehensive and accessible archives on this period are the Open
Society Archives and the Archives of the International Criminal Tribunal for the
former Yugoslavia (ICTY). For the topic in question, the Open Society Archives
in Budapest,® some of whose holdings have begun to be available electronically,
contain materials from Radio Free Europe, including catalogues, newspaper clip-

7 Sabrina Petra Ramet, Nationalism and Federalism in Yugoslavia, 1962—1991 (Bloomington:
University of Indiana Press, 1992). Further literature about Yugoslavia and its disintegration:
John Allcock, Explaining Yugoslavia (London: Hurst, 2000); Aleksa Djilas, The Contested
Country. Yugoslav Unity and Communist Revolution, 1919-1953 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1991); Dejan Djokic, ed., Yugoslavism. Histories of a Failed Idea, 1918—1992
(London: Hurst, 2003); John Lampe, Yugoslavia as History. Twice there was a Country (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001); John R. Lampe, Balkans into Southeastern Europe:
A Century of War and Transition (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005); Norman Naimark and
Holly Case, eds., Yugoslavia and Its Historians: Understanding the Balkan Wars of the 1990s
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2003); Sabrina Ramet, Balkan Babel: The Disintegra-
tion of Yugoslavia from the Death of Tito to the Fall of Milosevic, 4th ed. (Boulder: Westview
Press, 2002); Ivo Banac, The National Question in Yugoslavia. Origins, History, Politics (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1984); Sabrina P. Ramet, The Three Yugoslavias. State-Building and
Legitimation, 1918—-2005 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2006); Laura Silber and Al-
lan Little, The Death of Yugoslavia (London: BBC, 1996); Steven L. Burg and Paul S. Shoup,
The War in Bosnia-Herzegovina. Ethnic Conflict and International Intervention (Armonk: M.E.
Sharpe, 1999); Christopher Bennett, Yugoslavia s Bloody Collapse: Causes, Course and Conse-
quences (New York: New York University Press, 1996); Laslo Sekelj, Yugoslavia: The Process
of Disintegration (New York: East European Monographs, 1993); Susan L. Woodword, Balkan
Tragedy: Chaos and Dissolution after the Cold War (Washington D.C.: Brookings Institution
Press, 1995); Dunja Melcic, ed., Der Jugoslawien-Krieg. Handbuch zu Vorgeschichte, Verlauf
und Konsequenzen (Opladen: Verlag fiir Sozialwissenschaften, 1999); Lenard J. Cohen, Broken
Bonds: Yugoslavia's Disintegration and Balkan Politics in Transition (Boulder: Westview Press,
1995); Sabrina Petra Ramet, Thinking about Yugoslavia. Scholarly Debates about the Yugoslav
Breakup and the Wars in Bosnia and Kosovo (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005);
Branka Maga$ and Ivo Zani¢, The War in Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina 1991-1995 (Lon-
don: Frank Cass, 2001); Ivo Zanié, Flag on the Mountain. A Political Anthropology of the War
in Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina 1990-1995 (London: Saqi, 2007); Marie-Janine Calic, Der
Krieg in Bosnien-Hercegovina. Ursachen, Konfliktstrukturen, internationale Lésungsversuche
(Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1995); Holm Sundhaussen, Jugoslawien und seine Nachfolge-
staaten 1943—2011. Eine ungewdéhnliche Geschichte des Gewdhnlichen (Vienna: Bohlau, 2012).

8 http://www.osaarchivum.org/
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pings and RFE reports. The final location of the archives of the ICTY is yet to
be decided, but the Court Records have been made available electronically.” Al-
though they do not contain everything gathered by the prosecution in the various
cases, they contain an impressive amount of relevant material. Although the court
is only investigating crimes committed between 1991 and 2001 on the territory
of Yugoslavia, the court records contain extensive and pertinent background ma-
terials, including excerpts from memoirs, records of party and state meetings,
transcripts of witness statements, expert reports, as well as other sources that shed
light on the years preceding the Yugoslav wars.

Alternatives of the 1980s

Following the death of Josip Broz Tito in 1980, who had been president for
life since 1963, the leadership of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia
(SFRY) passed on to an eight-member Presidency comprised of representatives
from the six republics and the two autonomous provinces.'® The chairmanship
rotated annually according to an established sequence. This further weakened the
state with each passing year.!! The mandate was too brief for programs or reforms
to be implemented, and the changing Presidency chairs failed to share a uniform
vision of Yugoslavia’s future. The north—south divide became evident within both
the Presidency and the party, and led to the dissolution of the League of Com-
munists of Yugoslavia at its fourteenth congress in January of 1990 over rifts
between Serbian and Slovenian communists. Lost were both the political and
ideological dominance of the communist system and the cohesive function of the
communist ideology that had held Yugoslavia and its governmental institutions
together. In the political struggle for the future of Yugoslavia, the Serbian side in
particular, under Slobodan Milosevi¢, steered toward recentralization, while the
Croatian and Slovenian representatives advocated liberalizing the political and
economic system. Internationally, the country also lost its former strategic posi-
tion and significance for the West.

° http://icr.icty.org/default.aspx

10 Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, Montenegro and Macedonia, as well the
autonomous provinces Vojvodina and Kosovo.

" After Tito’s death the mandate for the Presidency of Yugoslavia was held between 1980 and
1991 by Macedonia: Lazar Kolisevski, 4 May 1980-15 May 1980; Bosnia and Herzegovina:
Cvijetin Mijatovi¢, 15 May 1980-15 May 1981; Slovenia: Sergej Kraigher, 15V May 1981-15
May 1982; Serbia: Petar Stamboli¢, 15 May 1982—15 May 1983; Croatia: Mika Spiljak, 15 May
1983—15 May 1984, Montenegro: Veselin Puranovi¢, 15 May 1984-15 May 1985; Vojvodina:
Radovan Vlajkovi¢, 15 May 1985-15 May 1986; Kosovo: Sinan Hasani, 15 May 1986—-15 May
1987; Macedonia: Lazar Mojsov, 15 May 1987—15 May 1988; Bosnia and Herzegovina: Raif
Dizdarevi¢, 15 May 198815 May 1989; Slovenia: Janez Drnovsek, 15 May 1989-15 May
1990; Serbia: Borislav Jovi¢, 15 May 1990—15 May 1991; Croatia: Stjepan Mesi¢, 1 July 1991-
October 1991.
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Domestically, the Yugoslav system was based on the principle of the national
brotherhood and unity (bratstvo i jedinstvo) of all Yugoslav nations. Upon this
foundation, Tito and the party leadership had built a state promising its citizens a
peaceful and prosperous future in accordance with the ideology of communism.!?
While this created a society that was able to achieve a certain degree of economic
prosperity, it was also a society which was politically lethargic. Postwar genera-
tions had it better than those of the past. Rapid economic growth, at least during
the first postwar decades, and a relatively liberal communism allowed a modest
consumer society to develop, and by 1960 Yugoslav citizens were able to leave
the country either as tourists and shoppers or to seek employment abroad. These
opportunities, liberal in comparison with other communist states in Europe, mit-
igated social conflicts but also hindered the development of political alternatives
for postwar generations. This contributed to the lack of a significant dissident
movement in Yugoslavia.

Nevertheless, the 1960s were already marked by an economic and political cri-
sis, to which the state and party responded with the 1974 constitution proclaiming
the “federalization of the federation.” The constitution devolved substantial power
to Yugoslavia’s six republics, giving each a central bank as well as separate police,
educational and judicial systems. The result was an intensified drifting apart of
the regional elites."”® The relationship between the federation and its constituent
republics became increasingly weakened by the extensive authority of the repub-
lics. The already precarious economic situation of the 1980s (north—south divide,
unemployment, high inflation, currency devaluation, foreign debt)'* continued to
deteriorate. The GDP increased only slowly in the 1980s and population growth in
the period from 1980 to 1985 also lagged. The number of unemployed rose to over
a million and inflation skyrocketed, as did the foreign debt.!> The question of how
to share the economic burden between the poorer and richer republics left no side
content. The unequal economic burden additionally heated the conflicts regarding
distribution as well as the smoldering national question.'®

12" This ideology was the supporting column of the League of Communists of Yugoslavia and

touched all spheres. Especially following the tenth congress of the League of Communists of
Yugoslavia from 27 to 30 May 1974, the party claimed leadership “in all areas and on all levels.”
Holm Sundhaussen, Geschichte Jugoslawiens 1918—1980 (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1982), 198.
Gradually the League’s authority became limited with respect to issues of foreign and security
policy, uniformity of economic and social policy, and the legal system. Marie-Janine Calic, Der
Krieg in Bosnien-Herzegowina. Ursachen—Konfliktstrukturen—Internationale Lésungsversu-
che (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1995), 32; Monika Beckmann-Petey, Der jugoslawische
Féderalismus (Munich: Oldenbourg, 1990).

Here also Susan L. Woodward, Socialist Unemployment. The Political Economy of Yugoslavia,
1945-1990 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995).

5 Holm Sundhaussen, Geschichte Serbiens: 19.—~21. Jahrhundert (Vienna: Bohlau, 2007), 379;
379; see also Dusan Bilandzi¢, Jugoslavija poslije Tita (1980—1985) (Zagreb: Globus, 1986).
For more on the economic aspects of the collapse of Yugoslavia, see Marijan Korosi¢, Jugo-
slavenska kriza (Zagreb: Naprijed, 1988).
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Dejan Jovi¢ has convincingly argued that the Yugoslav state, in the last phase
of its existence, that is from the second half of the 1960s, was no longer based on
the unity of the southern Slavs, but rather on a shared concept of communism. In
other words, the idea of an ethnic “kinship” among the southern Slavic peoples
was replaced by the idea of a “Yugoslavian exceptionalism” based on a “socialist
market economy” and independence.!” Holm Sundhaussen defines this “Yugosla-
vian exceptionalism” as “the pillar of identity upon which the mutually support-
ive society was based.”'® Among the pillars of identity were also the founding
myths of the second Yugoslavia, which was defined as a model of independence
from Soviet influence and of self-management, non-alignment and, in comparison
to other communist societies, relative prosperity.'” When these pillars of identity
ceased to exist, the “Yugoslavs” lost the framework that had provided them with
a firm structure, leading to the erosion of the state’s governmental institutions. In
this context and without security, shaken by crisis-laden discourse and without a
shared vision for a common state, the citizens of Yugoslavia set out on competing
routes toward democracy and a market economy. The loss of legitimacy of both
the state and party enabled the emergence of autonomous and mutually conflictual
authoritarian nationalisms.*

The national-political elite of the late 1980s and early 1990s utilized this con-
text for ethnic mobilization, group cohesion and, accordingly, seizure of power.
The old concept of community within the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugosla-
via, which had primarily been built upon social group identity, shifted to ethnici-
ty.2! Those who rose to power set themselves the task of forming a nation with a
common will and national pride from the heterogeneous mass of “workers.” They
created a collective identity based on the “commitment to a set of shared values,
the memory of a shared history and the orientation toward shared goals. Participa-
tion in this identity and commitment to specific values is what makes people into
citizens, and in the case of armed conflict, citizens into soldiers.”” Thus, while the
criticism against the “old” communist system focused on the unsolved national
question, it failed to offer any alternatives in the direction of a democratization of
society.

Dejan Jovi¢, Jugoslavija: drzava koja je odumrla: uspon i pad Kardeljeve Jugoslavije (1974—
1990) (Zagreb: Prometej, 2003), 489.
Holm Sundhaussen, “Staatsbildung und ethnisch-nationale Gegensitze in Siidosteuropa,” Aus
Politik und Zeitgeschichte, no. 10-11 (2003): 3-9, 8.
¥ Tbid.
Laslo Sekelj, “Soziologie des Jugoslawismus und des serbischen Nationalismus,” in Eggert
Hardten, André Stanisavljevi¢, and Dimitris Tsakiris, eds., Der Balkan in Europa (Frankfurt am
Main: P. Lang 1996), 3-14, 9.
2t Tvan Colovié, Bordell der Krieger: Folklore, Politik und Krieg (Osnabriick: Fibre, 1994), 140.
22 Aleida Assmann, “Zum Problem der Identitdt aus kulturwissenschaftlicher Sicht,” in Rolf Lind-
ner, ed., Die Wiederkehr des Regionalen. Uber neue Formen kultureller Identitit (Frankfurt am
Main: Campus-Verlag 1994), 13-35, 22-23.
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The journalist and political analyst Teofil Panci¢ has described postwar Yugo-
slav society as “tender totalitarianism” and the population as “spoiled slaves.”*
In Panci¢’s view, Yugoslav society longed for prosperity, security, freedom and its
associated duties, yet at the same time was despised by the population. Yugoslav
society had strong authoritarian tenants.” The older generation did not possess a
democratic political culture and could not conceive of democracy in any concrete
terms. Younger citizens were apolitical, since they had been raised in the belief
that politics was for “adults” and that their impact was limited.? Both young peo-
ple and their parents thought communism would be for eternity. Most Yugoslavs
believed that the system of their country was fairer than that of others, and as-
sured themselves that there was no need to strive toward alternatives or think
independently, much less rebel against the established political system. When
communism began to break apart, the youth expected their parents to resolve the
situation. The parental generation however did not know how.?® In this void of
political and ideological alternatives, nationalism emerged as a potent force.

The large protest against the nationalist parties and “democratic” government
which took place in Sarajevo on 4 April 1992 provides a good example for illus-
trating that, even three years after the overthrow of communist regimes elsewhere
in Eastern Europe, there were still no alternatives to nationalism in the Yugoslav
context. The protest was organized at a time when it was clear, even to the great-
est optimists, that the policies of the national parties of Bosnia and Herzegovina,
victorious in the 1990 elections, would lead to war. A large number of citizens as-
sembled in the center of Sarajevo in front of the parliament building and protested
against the Presidency,” the government, the national parties, the predominantly
Muslim Party of Democratic Action (SDA) with Alija Izetbegovi¢ at its head, the
Serb Democratic Party (SDS) led by Radovan Karadzi¢, and Croat Democratic
Union (HDZ). These three parties, which had come to power less than two years
earlier, were taking the country to war. Examining photos of this protest in retro-
spect, one can recognize them as a sign of discontent and helplessness. The imag-
es of Tito, who had died in 1980, and the red flags that the protesters are waving
signal their desire to return to the past. While this was an unrealistic path, there
was no alternative offered. And since the protest movement was unable to present
a different solution, it did not pose a serious threat to the national parties. Citizens
were left without any formulated alternatives or a program that could have con-
fronted the rising nationalism.

2 Teofil Panci¢, Urbani Busmani (Belgrade: Biblioteka XX Vek, 2001), 92.

2 Tbid.
The ineffectiveness of participatory mechanisms of the self-management system contributed to
the sense of disempowerment of citizens.
26 Slavenka Drakuli¢, “The Generation that Failed,” The Nation, 16 November 2009.
The members of the first “democratic” Bosnian Presidency were Alija Izetbegovic¢, Fikret Abdic,
Ejup Gani¢, Nikola Koljevi¢, Biljana Plavsi¢, Stjepan Kljui¢ and Franjo Boras.
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Protests and mass movements

The powerlessness to articulate disapproval with the communist system other
than within a nationalist framework had already become apparent during the
1980s. While there had been protests and strikes directed against the economic
situation, the only clear alternative to the existing political system was national-
ism. During the 1980s, citizens had substantial grievances against the government
of Yugoslavia as well as, more importantly, its republics and provinces, and they
sought multiple avenues to express them.

The most common form of dissatisfaction was linked to the aforementioned
worsening economic situation, including a large national debt, high unemployment,
sinking living standards, high inflation and material shortages.”® Strikes were not
uncommon in “socialist” Yugoslavia, but due to the highly segmented economic
system into decentralized “self-managed” enterprises, such strikes were often quite
localized. Only in the late 1980s did countrywide strikes take place.?’ A second type
of protest against the status quo emphasized national issues, that is, they confront-
ed the status quo for disadvantaging particular ethnic communities. This included
nationalist mass protests in Kosovo in 1968 and in Croatia during the “Croatian
Spring” in the early 1970s. Student demonstrations in Belgrade in June 1968 spread
to Kosovo in November of the same year and some of the students’ demands from
Kosovo, such as greater inclusion of Albanians in both Serbian and Yugoslav state
bodies, and a higher level of recognition of the Albanian language, were approved.

In the period 1966—-1971, there were visible signs of dissatisfaction and at-
tempts to reform the communist society in Croatia. These did not come solely
from non-communist lines, but were also articulated within the League of Com-
munists of Croatia (SKH). During this period demands emerged for strengthening
Croatian national interests in the cultural sphere (i.e., through the Croatian Cultur-
al Centre Matica Hrvatska,>® and the Croatian Association of Writers with Petar
Segedin), the economy (Hrvoje Sosi¢, Sime Podan and Marko Veselica) and pol-
itics (The League of Communists of Croatia—Savka Dabc¢evi¢-Kuéar and Miko
Tripalo). These demands were accompanied by student demonstrations.

After Tito’s death, new nationalist protests took place in Prishtina in 1981. These
were led by Kosovo Albanian students demanding the recognition of Kosovo as a
republic, demands that later escalated into calls for secession. These protests were
violently repressed by the police with support from other federal institutions and
led to the aforementioned high number of political prisoners from Kosovo. Five
# See Woodward, Socialist Unemployment.
¥ Marko Grdesic, “Mapping the Paths of the Yugoslav Model: Labour Strength and Weakness
in Slovenia, Croatia and Serbia,” Furopean Journal of Industrial Relations 14, no. 2 (2008),
133-51, 137-38.

About the role of Matica Hrvatska see more in Berislav Jandri¢, “Uloga Matice hrvatske u
dogodajima 1971. Godine,” in Hans-Georg Fleck and Igor Graovac, eds., Dijalog povjesnicara—
istoricara, vol. 7 (Zagreb: Friedrich-Naumann-Stiftung, 2003), 415-33.
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years later a second protest wave originated in Kosovo, this time among Kosovo
Serbs who felt marginalized in the province after having lost their political and
economic dominant status in the 1970s. At first the dissatisfaction exhausted itself
in petitions addressed to Serbian and Yugoslav authorities, but later took the shape
of mass protests, especially in Serbia, Vojvodina and Montenegro. These protests
coincided and converged with social and economic protests in Serbia and Monte-
negro, whereby the public agenda shifted from economic to national demands. An
observer would later note during one of the large protests in 1988, when partici-
pants changed their demands from economic to national issues during the protests,
that the demonstrators had “come as workers and went home as Serbs.””*! Although
this movement was later co-opted by the Serbian party and the republican leader-
ship of Slobodan Milosevi¢, it would be wrong to downplay the grassroots origins
of this movement and its resonance throughout the country.>

The main other republic in which a strong social movement emerged was Slo-
venia. It articulated itself less through mass rallies but as a network of activists,
particularly in the sphere of media and culture, who challenged the Yugoslav sys-
tem and the League of Communists. The art collective Neue Slowenische Kunst
(New Slovenian Art), which included the iconoclastic band Laibach,* and media
such as the youth magazine Mladina systematically sought to break Yugoslav and
communist taboos, from criticizing the personality cult of Tito, to pointing out
the similarities between communism and fascism and totalitarian ideologies, to
condemning the role of the army and the party. In February 1987 the journal Nova
revija (New Review) published a new Slovenian national program. These “Con-
tributions to the Slovenian National Program” called for the closing of national
ranks and argued that the Slovenes would be better off outside Yugoslavia. In the
following years, many of the authors of these contributions became active in the
anti-communist parties that formed the victorious DEMOS coalition after the first
free nationwide elections in 1990.

Parallel to this, other media across Yugoslavia began in the 1980s to discuss
topics that until then had been off limits, including placing religious communities
into a more positive light and exposing some of the crimes committed during
the early phase of communist Yugoslavia, in particular Goli Otok, the internment
camp on the Adriatic island to which alleged supporters of Stalin were sent follow-
ing the Cominform conflict between Yugoslavia and the Soviet Union in 1948.3

31 Jago§ Djureti¢, cited from Slavoljub Djukié¢, Izmedu slave i anateme. Politicka biografija Slo-
bodana Miloseviéa (Belgrade: Filip Visnji¢ 1994), 106. This shift is also well documented in
Colovi¢, Bordell, 138-42.

Nebojsa Vladisavljevic, Serbia s Antibureaucratic Revolution: Milosevic, the Fall of Commu-
nism, and Nationalist Mobilization (London: Palgrave, 2008).

33 Alexei Monroe, Interrogation Machine. Laibach and NSK (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press,
2005). The name Laibach is the German name for Slovenia’s capital city, Ljubljana.

Oskar Gruenwald, “Yugoslav Camp Literature: Rediscovering the Ghost of a Nation’s Past-Pres-
ent-Future,” Slavic Review 46, no. 3—4 (1987): 513-28. The prison remained a taboo topic in

32

34
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These challenges to the system also revealed the degree to which demands for
democratization quickly turned against Yugoslavia itself and thus provided little
basis for a cross-republican and cross-national social movement against commu-
nist rule. The absence of a strong Yugoslav public sphere would become even
more visible when the first elections were held across the country.

Elections

The disparities among the communist Yugoslav elite and the political constel-
lation of Eastern Europe at the end of the 1980s initially enabled the development
of new ideological sources for legitimizing the state.

The parliaments of the republics of the SFRY passed new electoral laws and put
a process toward “political pluralism” into motion. For example, in Bosnia-Herze-
govina the electoral law initially prohibited political parties along national lines.
After lengthy parliamentary discussion, however, and despite public opinion polls
suggesting that the majority of the population was against the formation of eth-
no-national parties,* the republican Constitutional Court declared the law uncon-
stitutional.** Once the amendments to the electoral law allowed the unrestricted
establishing of national parties, so-called national parties, standing primarily for
the “wellbeing of their nation,” were rapidly founded. The very founding of these
national parties was celebrated as their first victory. This dynamic was mirrored
elsewhere across Yugoslavia.

In the new political circumstances, the nation became increasingly the focal
point of political discourse: political legitimation followed national lines. Nation-
alism served as a substitute for communism in Yugoslavia, since the state had not
only lost its founding ideology, but also the basis for its existence with the disin-
tegration of the League of Communists of Yugoslavia. The infighting among the
republican elites crippled the League of Communists as the pillar of the Yugoslav
system, thereby putting an end to communism and threatening the very existence of
Yugoslavia. In other words, communist rule collapsed not as the result of revolution
or struggle by non-communist alternatives against it, but was rather the victim of
diametrical conceptions of the future and wishes within the League of Communists
itself. Non-communist parties and groups played only a marginal role in the collapse
of the party. Thus grass-root nationalism was actually a consequence and not the
cause of the changes that led to the state’s decline, since “the ruin of the Yugoslavian

Yugoslavia until the 1980s and was only discussed after Tito’s death when the novel Tren (Mo-
ment) about Goli Otok by Antonije Isakovi¢ became an instant bestseller.

35 Krstan MaleSevi¢, Ljudski trag, vol. 3 (Banja Luka: Media Center Prelom, 2005), 87. The re-
sults of this public opinion survey paint a picture of a Bosnian society that was living in fear.

3¢ Suad Arnautovié¢, Izbori u Bosni i Hercegovini "90: Analiza izbornih procesa (Sarajevo: Promo-
cult, 1996), 11.
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identity and state was not the result of a process inaugurated by the ‘nation,’ or rath-
er ‘nations.” The deconstruction was induced and desired from above, by the elites
[...].7¥ At the same time, it is important not to underestimate the salience of eth-
no-national identity. Even though ethno-national affiliation did not play a major role
and stayed in the background during the communist period, national identity mat-
tered and most citizens knew to which group they belonged. This fact, along with
unresolved and competing national demands as well as the resurgence of religion
and political participation, which had long been reduced to symbolic gestures, pro-
vided resources and potential for the ethno-national mobilization. The weakness of
parties and groups that pursued a non-nationalist democratic agenda and the lack of
a Yugoslav alternative facilitated the success of rival ethno-national parties in 1990,
when multiparty elections took place for the first time in all Yugoslavian republics.*®

Increasingly nationalistic propaganda, based on fear and perceived threats by
other nations, thus fell on fertile ground. This dynamic, the “vertical” interplay
between elites and the population, was initiated from above. The liberalization of
the public sphere that had occurred in the early 1980s was used by ethno-national
elites, through the media and the public domain, for homogenizing as well as
radicalizing social life.* These processes were so dominant that there were only a
few who were able, or wanted, to resist. At first people adapted to the new social
structures and only as a second step did they influence one another. The rhetoric,

37 Sundhaussen, “Staatsbildung,” 8.

3% The last congress of the League of Communists of Yugoslavia in January 1990 marked the
official end of communism in the SFRY. The first multiparty elections took place in April 1990
in Slovenia (presidential, 8 and 22 April) and Croatia (parliamentary, 22 April and 6 May) and
in the period between November and December in Bosnia-Herzegovina (general, 18 November
and 2 December), Macedonia (parliamentary, 11 and 25 November), Montenegro and Serbia
(general and presidential, 9 and 23 December). In Slovenia the united opposition movement
DEMOS (Democratic Opposition of Slovenia) led by Joze Pu¢nik won and Milan Kucan was
elected as the first president of Slovenia. In Croatia the HDZ (Croatian Democratic Union)
emerged victorious and Franjo Tudman was elected president of Croatia. Victors of the elections
in Bosnia and Herzegovina were the three large ethno-national parties SDA (Party of Demo-
cratic Action) led by Alija Izetbegovi¢, the SDS (Serb Democratic Party) of Radovan Karadzié¢
and the HDZ (Croat Democratic Union) headed by Stjepan Kluji¢. The first president of the
Presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina was Alija Izetbegovi¢. In Macedonia the anti-commu-
nist VMRO-DPMNE (Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organization-Democratic Party for
Macedonian National Unity) won the elections, but was unable form a government. The leading
communist leader Kiro Gligorov was elected as new president. In Serbia and Montenegro the
winners were the successors of the League of Communists. In Serbia Slobodan Milosevi¢ won
the presidential elections and in Montenegro, Momir Bulatovic.

The pages of the prominent Serbian daily Politika served the agenda of Slobodan Milosevi¢.
A telling example is a series of attacks again the last Yugoslav prime minister, Ante Markovic,
written by the Serbian member of the State Presidency Borisav Jovi¢ under a pseudonym to
give the impression that the critique reflected the “voice of the people.” Borisav Jovi¢, Poslednji
Dani SFRJ (Kragujevac: Prizma, 1996), 173. This dynamic is presented in detail in Jack Snyder
and Karen Ballentine, “Nationalism in the Marketplace of Ideas,” in Michael E. Brown, ed.,
Nationalism and Ethnic Conflict (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1997), 61-96.



172 Florian Bieber and Armina Galija$

slogans, central ideas and tools of mobilization were very similar among the na-
tional parties; they differed only in their labeling of the respective ethnic groups in
the parties’ names and public appearances. The characteristics of all the important
political parties and coalitions corresponded more to the features of a movement
than to political parties per se. This also includes Slobodan Milosevi¢’s Socialist
Party of Serbia, as he rose to power with nationalism and remained long in power
by appealing to nationalist sentiments.

The election results in the individual republics only exacerbated an already
tense political atmosphere. Political discourse was reduced to ethnic categoriza-
tion and agreement was a priori eliminated between political representatives, with
their diametrically opposed aims and visions. Nationally oriented parties, barely
capable of consensus by virtue of their incompatible positions, claimed victory
in the elections, resulting in intensified efforts toward federalization and separat-
ism, thereby further weakening the federal state. As a consequence, no republican
elites were interested in holding federal elections and the Yugoslav state was thus
given no opportunity to legitimize itself through democratic elections. Despite
multiparty elections, de facto single party systems continued to exist in most of
the republics as well as in all parts of the newly-created Bosnian-Herzegovinian
state. Instead of one single-party system, “multiple single-party systems” came
into being on Yugoslavian territory. Although 43 parties registered for the No-
vember 1990 elections in Bosnia-Herzegovina,* there was no wealth of political
ideas. The similarities between the new parties were significantly greater than
their differences.”’ The three large ethno-national parties SDA, SDS and HDZ,
which together were able to win 84 percent of the seats in the Bosnian parliament,
were the clear victors of the elections in that republic.

Thus, the “democratic elections” paradoxically contributed more to the elim-
ination of democracy, in the sense of pluralism and mutual respect, than to its
establishment. Political factions and debates moved in the direction of ethnic au-
tism. Ethnic groups increasingly shut themselves off by refusing exchange of in-
formation, and consequently no new or collective perspectives developed within
the political discourse.

The global context of Yugoslavia’s failed revolution

While the primary sources of the Yugoslav shift from communism to ethno-na-
tionalist politics were domestic, the international setting did not facilitate the
country’s democratization. In 1990, the US National Intelligence Estimate for

4 Rajka Tomi¢, ed., BiH Izbori '90. Izborni zakon s potrebnim tumacenjima (Sarajevo: Oslo-
bodenje, 1990), 141.

4 Arnautovié, Izbori, 40; Tomi¢, ed., BiH Izbori, 45—-141; and Izborni ABC (Sarajevo: Osloboden-
je 1990), 44-57.



Yugoslavia 1989: The Revolutions that did (not) Happen 173

Yugoslavia predicted that “Yugoslavia will cease to function as a Federal state
within one year, and will probably dissolve within two” and “[t]here is little the
United States and its European allies can do to preserve Yugoslav unity.”** With
the coming to power of Mikhail Gorbachev as general secretary of the Commu-
nist Party of the Soviet Union in 1985 and the beginnings of perestroika and
glasnost, the significance of Yugoslavia in the international system waned. It had
played a pivotal role in the context of Cold War Europe by maintaining close ties
yet also some distance to both blocs, best exemplified in its leading role in es-
tablishing the Non-Aligned Movement in 1961. While Western governments paid
at least lip service to democratization in communist countries in the Soviet sphere
of influence and sought to weaken or at least contain the influence of the Soviet
Union, Yugoslavia’s political system came under little scrutiny by Western gov-
ernments.

With the end of the Cold War in 1989 Yugoslavia lost its strategic position,
and the attention of the United States and the European Community focused on
other countries of Eastern Europe. The end of the Cold War also removed the
primary external threat to Yugoslavia, namely an invasion by the Soviet Union,
a threat particularly pertinent in shaping Yugoslav policy in the years after the
suppression of the “Prague Spring” in 1968. The leadership in different republics
sought alliances with different countries as the country moved toward its collapse.
Slovenia and Croatia pursued closer ties to Austria and Western Europe, whereas
the Serbian leadership sought backing from the conservative wing of the Soviet
leadership. But while some tried to portray the dissolution of the country as the
work of foreign actors,* these tentative alliances had little impact on the trajectory
of Yugoslavia before its dissolution in 1991.

By mid-1991 tensions had escalated to such a degree that external intervention
could achieve little, at least in the form it was offered at the time.* Initially both
the United States and the European Community supported a democratic and uni-
fied Yugoslavia. While this line made sense from an outsider perspective, there
was no partner for such a project by 1991 except for the increasingly embattled
prime minister Ante Markovi¢.* Instead of being sinister destroyers of Yugosla-
via, as some interpretations would have it, the countries of Western Europe and
the United States were hapless bystanders whose primary role in the dissolution of
the country and its flawed transition to democracy was their passivity.

42 National Intelligence Estimate, Yugoslavia Transformed, 18 October 1990, 656. http://www.
foia.cia.gov/sites/default/files/document_conversions/89801/DOC _0000254259.pdf (accessed
2 July 2013).

4 Most notoriously, the last Yugoslav minister of defense, Veljko Kadijevi¢. See Veljko Kadijevic,
Moje videnje raspada. Vojska bez drzave (Belgrade: Politika, 1993). He also notes his and the
Serbian leadership’s efforts to secure Soviet support.

4 Josip Glaurdi¢, The Hour of Europe: Western Powers and the Break-up of Yugoslavia (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 2011), 69.

4 Ibid., 97. Officially his title was the secretary of the Federal Executive Council.
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Conclusions

During the 1980s Yugoslavia lacked the close ties with the Soviet Union that
strongly linked the other parts of Eastern Europe as communist rule declined. The
Soviet experimentation with reform and its abandoning the Brezhnev Doctrine had
little direct impact on Yugoslavia other than reducing the country’s international
significance. The domestic structural sources of the crisis resembled those of its
northern and eastern neighbors: economic crisis coupled with declining legitimacy
of communist rule and the inability of the system to successfully reform itself. The
League of Communists had originally achieved greater legitimacy than other com-
munist parties in power in Eastern Europe due to its central role in the World War
II partisan movement, its differences with the Soviet Union, and the lesser degree
of repression it practiced, especially in everyday life of most citizens. This relative
liberalism also created high expectations from the party as well as the political
system it had created and refined, expectations that over the decades it proved
unable to live up to. In particular, it had been unable to address economic under-
development and regional inequalities. In addition, the weak federal structure pro-
duced a system with little political loyalty toward the center once the war-time
generation of communists had largely died out by the late 1970s and early 1980s.

National grievances as well as demands for more democracy, economic re-
forms and job security were thus commonly directed toward the leadership of the
republics or provinces, not the federal state. The republics became the main scene
of political contestation, with the two main arenas of pluralism that emerged being
within the republics and between the leadership of the republics (or the League
of Communists). Political contestation did not occur within the Yugoslav public
sphere at large, although scholars have argued that such a sphere began to emerge
at this time. It was, however, often ignored by the political institutions and usually
limited to culture.*

The social movements that emerged in Yugoslavia were mostly confined to sin-
gle republics or to representing individual national groups. The few multinational
groups to emerge were very late, after republican and national parties and groups
had already largely monopolized the public discourse.*” Thus by the late 1980s

4 Dusko Sekulic, Randy Hodson and Garth Massey, “Who were the Yugoslavs? Failed Sources
of a Common Identity in Former Yugoslavia,” American Sociological Review 59, no. 1 (1994):
83-97.

47 One of the few groups was the Union of Reform Forces, founded in July 1990 by Yugoslav
prime minister Ante Markovi¢. However, the party was established very late and thus did not
participate in the Slovene and Croat elections and was trumped by more nationalist parties in
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, Montenegro and Macedonia. The Association for Yugoslav
Democratic Initiative brought together intellectuals from a number of republics, but it too was
founded relatively late, in early 1989, and remained ineffective as a political actor. See Branko
Horvat, “Association for Yugoslav Democratic Initiative,” in Dejan Djokié, ed., Yugoslavism.
Histories of a Failed Idea (London: Hurst, 2003), 298-301.
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Yugoslav institutions had not only become structurally weak, they had been dele-
gitimized by the republics. When multiparty elections were scheduled in 1990,
there was no interest in the republics to have these held at the Yugoslav level, nor
was it possible for Yugoslav institutions to initiate such elections. As a result, the
transition from single party rule—which had also varied among the republics—to
a multiparty system differed from republic to republic.






ULF BRUNNBAUER

THE END OF COMMUNIST RULE IN BULGARIA:
THE CRISIS OF LEGITIMACY AND
POLITICAL CHANGE

On 15 February 1988, Tatiana Popova (name changed), a dentist in Sofia, sent
a letter of complaint to the Fatherland Front (Otechestven front), the largest mass
organization in communist Bulgaria.! Mrs. Popova wrote that although she was a
trained dentist, for almost a year she had been unemployed. She had two chil-
dren—one under the age of six—and as she was divorced, she received only
75 levs monthly child support from her former husband. She further explained that
she had approached many medical centers for a job, but all of her requests had
been turned down, even though the Labor Code stipulated that mothers of two
children had an explicit right to a job. Requests sent to various authorities had not
had any effect either. Her parents were in no state to help her because, as retirees,
they received only very small old-age pensions. Mrs. Popova continued:

To be honest, I sometimes ask myself how I could slide into such a situation in our socialist
society. We show the whole world how proud we are of our constitution, which guarantees
every citizen of the People’s Republic of Bulgaria the right to a job. We are proud of our Labor
Code, of the decisions of the thirteenth party congress, of the July and November plenary
sessions of the Central Committee of the Bulgarian Communist Party [...]. These most hand-
some documents and decisions by the party are, unfortunately, circumvented by some and
therefore not executed.?

A day later, Mrs. Popova also wrote to the general secretary of the Bulgarian
Communist Party (BCP), Todor Zhivkov, informing him about her fruitless efforts
to find a job in her profession. She informed him about her recently rejected ap-
plication for a position at a clinic in Sofia, which had announced an open dentist
post in the newspaper Zdraven front.> When she spoke with a doctor at the clinic,
she was told that the position had already been filled six months before the job
was advertised. Mrs. Popova used this example to make some general comments:

All of the vacant jobs announced in the newspaper Zdraven front have actually been reserved
for people whose appointment has been prearranged. These jobs are advertised in the papers
only for formal reasons, with demagogic means, in order to invent and lie, to pretend that the
jobs have been formally announced.

! Petitioner to Fatherland Front, 15 February 1988, in Tsentralen Darzhaven Arkhiv (TsDA), f. 28
(Otechestven front), op. 24, a.e. 377,1. 214.

2 Ibid.

3 Ibid., 216.
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I am not a horse with blinkers so that I go and look only straight ahead, without seeing what
happens in the country—I see the truth!!!! I have carried a heavy burden my whole life and I
understood that what is reigning are lies, demagoguery and deception, but not truth!!!!*

This vignette, despite its personal nature, is illustrative of the process of the
de-legitimization of communist rule in Bulgaria. On one hand, Mrs. Popova’s letters
show that the citizens of the People’s Republic of Bulgaria had learnt the ideological
language of the regime and knew the relevant official structures. Mrs. Popova judg-
es her immediate situation by referring to existing laws and uses official propagan-
da to substantiate her demands. Whether or not she truly believed the state’s prom-
ises, whether she had internalized its ideology or not, is irrelevant here; important is
rather her tactic of instrumentalizing official state and party proclamations for her
individual claims and criticism. The party-state had been successful in making its
intentions and ideology generally accepted frames of reference. Thereby it put a
“weapon” into the hands of the weak, who then used state ideology as a means for
subaltern protest. A statement of John Scott comes into mind: “The ideology formu-
lated by the ruling class to justify its own rule provided much of the symbolic raw
material from which the most damning critique could be derived and sustained.””

Mrs. Popova’s plight, on the other hand, shows that the state had problems
fulfilling its own promises. It could not live up to the constitutional guarantee of
providing everyone a job, and it failed in many other important areas as well. The
many thousand letters of complaint kept in the archives of the government and the
Fatherland Front provide ample evidence of widespread dissatisfaction with the
concrete shortcomings that affected everyday life—perennial lack of housing, ex-
periences of injustice in court, low wages, irregular public transport, dirty neigh-
borhoods, etc. “Real” life in communism emerges as significantly different than its
ideological promises. Nonetheless, citizens took the assurances of the state literal-
ly and called on the authorities to come forward with solutions. At the same time,
they realized through their experiences that the party and state would not do so.

A third feature is noteworthy in the dentist’s letters. She clearly articulates a
deep dissatisfaction with what was going on in the country at that time (the late
1980s). She links her individual fate of not finding a job to wider problems, es-
pecially clientelism. Hence, she finds three of the most important positions of the
official ideology violated: the principles of equality, justice and meritocracy. In
her eyes, the existing system could no longer claim moral superiority: it had lost
its legitimacy. This chapter will argue that this loss of legitimacy was a central
factor in the political revolutions of late 1989, when communist power also end-

4 Ibid.
5 John Scott, Weapons of the Weak. Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1987), 339.
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ed in Bulgaria. This implies that we must not only seek explanations for the end
of communist rule in the realms of “high” politics, but also in the “lows” of
mundane, everyday activities. The interrelation between state and society is es-
pecially important here, because communist rule had also been based on its le-
gitimization within the social realm. Therefore, this chapter will argue that while
structural forces, such as growing economic problems, provided the basis for
revolutionary change, it was the loss of legitimacy that pushed the actors to per-
ceive the economic and other problems as systemic. This instilled in them a belief
in the need, and also the viability, of regime change.

The political developments of late communist and early postcommunist Bul-
garia are well documented. The comprehensive overviews of modern Bulgarian
history by Evgeniia Kalinova and Iskra Baeva® and by Richard Crampton’ provide
a quick navigation also through the important events and personalities of Bulgar-
ian political life in the 1980s and 1990s. While the history of the socialist period
did not attract much interest by Bulgarian historians for some time after 1989,
recently a number of important works have appeared. The foremost institution to
edit such books is the non-governmental Institute for Studies of the Recent Past
(Institut za izsledvane blizkoto minalo) in Sofia.® It has published, for example,
a study on the forced assimilation of the Muslims under communism’® and a vo-
luminous handbook on the People’s Republic of Bulgaria “From the Beginning
to the End.”"® The main social trends since 1960 have been documented by
Nikolai Genov and Ana Krasteva using a great deal of quantitative data.!!

The study of state communism in Bulgaria is facilitated by the relatively lib-
eral access to archival documents. The archives of the Central Committee of the
Bulgarian Communist Party and its many bodies, of the Fatherland Front (the
largest mass-organization of communist Bulgaria), of the central government
authorities (including the Council of Ministries) and of other important institu-
tions are stored in the Central State Archives (Isentralen darzhaven arhiv) in
Sofia. Documents in these collections dated until the end of the 1980s are gen-
erally accessible.!? Since a law change in 2006, the Archives of the Ministry of

¢ Evgeniia Kalinova and Iskra Baeva, Balgarskite prehodi 1939-2002 (Sofia: Paradigma, 2002);
in an abbreviated German version: Bulgarien von Ost nach West: Zeitgeschichte ab 1939 (Vien-
na: Braumiiller, 2009).

7 Richard Crampton, Bulgaria (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007).

See their webpage at www.minaloto.org (accessed 18 September 2012).

Mihail Gruev and Aleksei Kalionski, Vazroditelniiat protses. Mjusjulmanskite obshtnosti i ko-

munisticheskijat rezhim: politiki, reaktsii i poslednici (Sofia: [IBM, 2008).

10" Tvan Znepolski, ed., NRB. Ot nachaloto do kraia (Sofia: IIBM, 2011).

" Nikolai Genov and Ana Krasteva, eds., Bulgaria 1960-1995. Trends of Social Development

(Sofia: National and Global Development, 1999).

For a helpful guide through Bulgarian archives and libraries see Iskra Baeva and Stefan Troebst,

eds., Vademecum. Contemporary History Bulgaria (Berlin and Sofia: Stiftung Aufarbeitung der

SED-Diktatur, 2007). Free download at www.stiftung-aufarbeitung.de/download.php?file= up-

loads/pdf publikationen/vade bul.pdf (accessed 18 September 2012).
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the Interior are also available to researchers, although the procedure for gaining
access to its documents is time consuming.

The events and developments of 1989 and 1990 have been well explained by
journals such as Siidosteuropa and the Berichte des Bundesinstituts fiir Ostwis-
senschaftliche und Internationale Studien, as well as through the broadcasts and
newssheets of Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty. Of course, one can also examine
the extensive newspaper reporting of that time. In the early 1990s, a number of
studies were published providing the first in-depth analyses of the changes in
Bulgaria; the collection of essays Parteienlandschaften in Osteuropa is a case in
point, in which the dynamics of party formation after the end of one-party rule
are highlighted.” A number of memoirs by communist and postcommunist poli-
ticians, such as Zheliu Zhelev, have also appeared.'*

Many features of the postcommunist developments are well researched. A
good introduction into the first decade of transformation is provided by Emil
Giatzidis, who documents the political, social and economic changes."> A volume
edited by Hans Leo Krdmer and Hristo Stojanov bringing together eminent Bul-
garian social scientists has a comparable scope.'® An original perspective on the
transformations is provided by the ethnologist Milena Benovska-Sabkova, who
analyses the manifold consequences that the political and economic changes had
on everyday life.!” The important problem of minority policies—in a country in
which about 15 percent of the population belongs to an ethnic minority—has been
comprehensively analyzed by Bernd Rechel.'®

The end of communist rule in Bulgaria: events

Before outlining the explanatory framework, this chapter will briefly recall
the political events that mark the “change” in Bulgaria.”” The most important
single date is 10 November 1989, when the Central Committee of the Bulgarian

13 Magarditsch A. Hatschikjan and Peter Weilemann, eds., Parteienlandschaften in Osteuropa.

Politik, Parteien und Transformation in Ungarn, Polen, der Tschecho-Slowakei und Bulgarien,
1989-1992 (Paderborn and Munich: Schéningh, 1994).

Zelju Zelev, V goliamata politika (Sofia: Trud, 1998). Cf. Iliyana Marcheva, “Recollections as
Alternative History,” in Maria Todorova, ed., Remembering Communism. Genres of Representa-
tion (New York: Social Science Research Council, 2010), 253-74.

Emil Giatzidis, 4An introduction to post-communist Bulgaria: political, economic and social
transformations (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2002).

Hans Leo Kriamer and Christo Stojanov, eds., Bulgarien im Ubergang. Sozialwissenschaftliche
Studien zur Transformation (Bergisch Gladbach: Ferger, 1999).

17 Milena Benovska-Sabkova, Politicheski prehod i vsekidnevna kultura (Sofia: Prof. M. Drinov, 2001).
Bernd Rechel, The long way back to Europe: minority protection in Bulgaria (Stuttgart: Ibidem, 2008).
The following section is mainly based on: Evgeniia Kalinova and Iskra Baeva, Balgarskite pre-
hodi 1939-2002 (Sofia: Paradigma, 2002), 242—79; Richard Crampton, Bulgaria (Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 2007), 381-94.
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Communist Party accepted the resignation of Todor Zhivkov, who had dominat-
ed Bulgarian politics for more than thirty years, first as the general secretary of
the party (from 1954) and then as the head of state (from 1971). Zhivkov was
followed, as state and party leader, by the reformer Petar Mladenov, who in Oc-
tober had denounced Zhivkov’s methods of rule in an open letter to the Politbu-
ro and Central Committee and then had resigned as foreign minister.

After Zhivkov’s replacement, which had the approval of the Kremlin, the
political dynamics increased dramatically, pushing the BCP towards rapid liber-
alization. On 18 November 1989, the first big oppositional rally took place in the
centre of Sofia in front of the Aleksandar-Nevski cathedral. It was attended by
approximately 100,000 people, who demanded an end to communist rule. Dissi-
dents became more vocal, and “ordinary” citizens took to the streets to protest
against the government. On 14 December, another mass rally near the parliament
building demanded the immediate renunciation of the infamous first article in the
constitution, which awarded the “leading role in society and politics,” i.e. polit-
ical monopoly, to the BCP.

Under pressure from within and without, the BCP made a number of decisions
in order to shed some of its dictatorial past. The leadership called an extraordinary
party congress for January 1990, suggested abolishing the first article of the
constitution, and condemned the so-called rebirth process, the campaign in the
1980s of forced assimilation of the Turkish minority. The revocation of the force-
ful name changes of the Turkish minority at the end of 1989 had provoked na-
tionalist demonstrations in January 1990 in Sofia and other towns, mainly in
regions with a minority population. However, the nationalist tension soon evap-
orated and gave way to the re-establishment of basic minority rights. The four-
teenth party congress from 30 January to 2 February 1990 accepted a manifesto
for democratic socialism which denounced the Soviet model and voiced so-
cial-democratic ideas. The party congress also re-allocated the top positions in
state and party: Andrei Lukanov became prime minister, Aleksandar Lilov head
of the party, while Mladenov remained head of the state. In April, the BCP
changed its name to the Bulgarian Socialist Party (BSP). The Politburo and Cen-
tral Committee were abolished and replaced by more inclusive bodies.

In the meantime, opposition parties emerged that demanded free elections. The
most important of these was the Union of Democratic Forces (UDF), founded on
7 December 1989, which was headed by the best-known Bulgarian dissident, the
philosopher Zheliu Zhelev. The UDF was a coalition of thirteen opposition groups,
ranging from conservatives to social-democrats. Their union was primarily based
on their opposition to the communists. The historical Bulgarian Agrarian Nation-
al Union (BANU), which had legally existed also during communism, broke with
the communists and again became an independent party. Other “historical” par-
ties, such as the Bulgarian Social-Democratic Party, the Radical-Democratic
Party, and the Democratic Party, were re-established. Another new party that was
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to play a significant political role was established on 4 January 1990: the Move-
ment for Rights and Freedoms, which was created effectively as the political
representation of the Turkish minority under the leadership of Ahmed Dogan
(who still presides over the party). In addition to these new political parties, the
independent trade union Podkrepa (Support), which had been established in 1988
in the town of Plovdiv, became a driving force of democratic change. On 26
December 1989, Podkrepa called for a strike demanding free elections. Mass
rallies in Sofia and other towns continued to put pressure on the government and
provided momentum for rapid democratization.

An important next step to promote and, at the same time, channel political
change was the establishment of round table negotiations on 3 January 1990. It
was to meet until May 1990. At the round table, the BCP sat together with the
main opposition parties and social organizations in order to work out a road map
for Bulgaria’s first free elections after World War II. The proceedings of the debates
were broadcast live on radio and television, which had a huge impact on political
consciousness in the country. The broadcasts made the UDF widely known in the
country as the main challenger of communist (socialist) rule, also due to their
reluctance to join the communists in a national unity government. The most im-
portant decisions of the round table concerned the de-ideologicalization of the
constitution, the dissolution of BCP party cells in enterprises, the “de-partization”
of state institutions, an agreement on democratic transformation, the abolition of
the political police, the observance of the rule of law and human rights, and the
holding of free elections, which were scheduled for mid-1990. The parties agreed,
in a compromise, on a mixed election system of direct and representative vote,
and on a 4 percent threshold for entering parliament. Elections were to be hold for
a so-called Grand National Assembly, which would pass a new constitution.

The elections took place on 10 and 17 June 1990. In the election campaign,
the BSP focused on the civic achievements of socialism, while the UDF de-
nounced all aspects of communist rule and highlighted communist crimes. The
UDF enjoyed the support of the West (especially the United States), but it was
disadvantaged by its lack of a functioning party apparatus outside big towns. In
contrast, the BSP was able to make use of its broad base. In the end, the socialists
were more successful, gaining 47.25 percent of the vote and 211 (of 400) seats
in the constituent assembly. The UDF won 36 percent of the vote and 144 seats.
As the third largest faction in parliament, the “Turkish” party, Movement for
Rights and Freedoms (MRF), emerged with 23 deputies. The socialist victory was
not only due to the better organization of their party, but also due to strong sup-
port in small towns and rural areas, where the populace was fearful of the privat-
ization of land and had also been less exposed to political mobilization in the
winter of 1989-90.2 The UDF strongholds were Sofia and other large towns. The

20 See Gerald Creed, “The politics of agriculture: identity and socialist sentiment in Bulgaria,”
Slavic Review 54, no. 4 (1995): 843—68.
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victorious BSP, under Prime Minister Andrei Lukanov, attempted to create a
coalition government with the UDF, but this proved impossible and thus, they
formed their own government in September 1990. The UDF resorted to radical
rhetoric in parliament to fuel public protests, which took place in Sofia and oth-
er large towns after the elections. Nevertheless, the BSP and UDF eventually
agreed to select the opposition leader Zheliu Zhelev for the office of president (1
August 1990), after Mladenov had been forced to step down. Public protests,
however, continued on the streets, escalating in the night from 26 to 27 August
1990, when protesters set the Socialist Party headquarters in the center of Sofia
on fire and looted the building. After these events, the public mood became more
sober and political contestation continued mainly within parliament.

The debates in the parliament were especially intense with regard to two
problems: the new constitution and economic policy. Regarding the latter, the
land issue was probably most fiercely contested, that is, what to do with the
collective farms. The main disagreement was the question to whom the collec-
tivized land should be restituted: its former owners or those who were currently
farming it. The UDF was able to push through the first option; the socialists only
managed to include a passage that the restituted land should not be parceled out.
The “Law on the Land” of 22 February 1991 was the start of a protracted and
economically disastrous agricultural transformation, which resulted in the disso-
lution of collective farms and the reestablishment of the pre-communist pattern
of small-scale farming. In general, economic policies were much contested until
the big economic crash of 1996-97, when the neo-liberal consensus finally pre-
vailed.

Lukanov’s government failed to stop a rapid economic decline through the
year 1990, and it was eventually forced to resign by a wave of strikes in Novem-
ber 1990, when the population was plagued by food shortages. In September
1990, food coupons even had to be introduced. Prices were finally liberalized in
February 1991, which eased the shortages but led to sky-rocketing inflation,
further impoverishing the population. In 1991 annual inflation reached almost
480 percent while the gross domestic product declined by more than 22 percent.
Bulgaria’s joining the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund in Sep-
tember 1990 had yet to bring dividends.

After Lukanov’s downfall, in December 1990 the leading parties agreed on a
care-taker government headed by the non-party expert Dimitar Popov. The UDF
joined the government and controlled the economic ministries. However, the UDF
soon split into warring factions, when a group of its deputies left parliament in
protest of the draft constitution and went on hunger-strike. The larger part of the
UDF remained in parliament, but was split between a moderate and a more rad-
ical camp. The former took part in the elaboration of the constitution, which was
passed on 12 July 1991 by 309 of the 400 members of parliament. The new
constitution proclaimed Bulgaria a “democratic, constitutional and social state”
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with a parliamentary democracy. It guaranteed democratic rights and freedoms,
the rule of law, the independence of the judiciary, and the separation of powers.
The economy was declared to be based on “free market initiative,” and by law
every citizen and juristic person was guaranteed the right to entrepreneurship.
The constitution also prohibited the establishment of “autonomous territorial
units” and declared “the defense of the national and state unity” to be a principle
of state policy.?!

After the constitution was passed, the way was cleared for new elections to
be held for an ordinary parliament. These took place on 13 October 1991. The
elections were distinguished by fierce controversy about the legality of the MRF.
The new Bulgarian constitution prohibited the establishment of parties on “eth-
nic” or “religious” grounds. The MRF charter actually did not describe the party
as representing a minority population, but rather emphasized human rights and
liberal values; to most Bulgarians, however, the MRF was the “Turkish” party.
The constitutional court eventually declared the MRF to be in accordance with
the constitution by the narrowest of margins. Its parliamentary presence safe-
guarded, the MRF was to tip the scales after the elections resulted in a hung
parliament: the UDF won the most votes (34.36 percent) but not an absolute
majority (110 of 240 seats in parliament). The socialists (BSP) came a close
second, with 33.14 percent of the vote and 106 deputies. The MRF achieved 7.55
percent and 24 seats, and thus its support was crucial for the forming of an UDF
government under the new prime minister, Filip Dimitrov, who since December
1990 had been the leader of the UDF. However, the MRF did not join the gov-
ernment and a year later withdrew its support, because Dimitrov’s economic
policies negatively affected the MRF’s constituency, the Turkish minority. Dim-
itrov’s confrontational style and his zealous anti-communism also became a
burden for the UDF, which consequently lost the next elections to the BSP, who
won an absolute majority in 1994. Nevertheless, the first UDF government can
be said to have represented the successful democratization of Bulgaria. Bulgaria’s
joining the Council of Europe in Mai 1992 and its application for association with
the European Community were foreign policies that demonstrated the direction
of the new democracy. And if the functioning of a democracy is judged by the
ability to vote a government out of office, Bulgaria is unmatched, because no
government was to be reelected in any election following 1990.

The economic record of transformation was less convincing, however.?> After
Dimitrov’s government was overturned by a vote of non-confidence in October
1992 and especially after the socialists returned to power in 1994, the speed of
economic reforms slowed down. Successive governments shied away from radi-
cal steps, such as the privatization or liquidation of loss-making state companies,

2 Konstitutsija na Republika Balgarija (Sofia: Sofija Press, 1991), preamble and article 2(1).
22 See Ulf Brunnbauer, “Surviving Post-Socialism. The First Decade of Transformation in Bulgar-
ia,” Sociologija 43, no. 1 (2001): 1-26.
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and rather pursued a policy of “soft budgetary constraints,” which increased the
state’s burden of debt. The population paid the price, with the economy coming
to the brink of catastrophe in the winter of 1996-97. Hyperinflation and severe
shortages of basic consumer goods pushed the majority of the population into
poverty. Only radical policy changes, together with international support, rescued
Bulgaria from the abyss and led the country onto a path of sustained economic
growth. Due to the influx of billions of US dollars in foreign investments, liber-
al economic policies and fiscal discipline, living standards have slowly risen
(whether the new economic foundations are sound enough to weather the outfall
of the 2009 global economic crisis remains to be seen). Bulgaria’s membership
in the European Union in 2007 can be considered its reward for transforming the
country into a market economy and a functioning democracy.

Legitimacy and revolution

The above-described chain of political events was the outcome of the loss of
the regime’s legitimacy, on one hand, and the path to creating legitimacy for a
new political order on the other. It was the loss of legitimacy experienced by the
communists that made the political change in 1989 not merely possible, but in-
evitable. Legitimacy, thus, provides the missing link between structural crisis and
system-changing political mobilization.

Since Max Weber, legitimacy has been considered the salient aspect of polit-
ical rule, because without it, citizens (or subjects) do not accept the political order.
Weber’s main point is that a legitimate political system is founded, at least in
part, on its moral validity in the eyes of the citizens (subjects), and not only on
their egoistic calculations, customs or traditions. Legitimacy should not be con-
founded with democracy, as also in the modern era, non-democratic regimes can
become legitimate, although it tends to be more likely for democratic regimes to
be legitimate than authoritarian ones.”® Authoritarian systems can also success-
fully appeal to culturally embedded values and moralities. But their legitimacy is
predicated mainly on their capacity to meet certain expectations of vital segments
of the population and to fulfill their own promises. In exchange, the population
is ready to forfeit democratic rights. The fact that authoritarian regimes are aware
of the need to show their legitimacy is evinced by their great efforts to stage
popular approval (as for example, by mass rallies or “elections”). However, the
legitimacy of authoritarian regimes is less solid than that of a participatory sys-
tem: if such a regime does not meet expectations, the population may no longer
be ready to forgo its democratic rights.

2 See Bruce Gilley, The Right to Rule: How States Win and Lose Legitimacy (New York: Colum-
bia University Press, 2009).
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It is, of course, difficult to establish the level of legitimacy enjoyed by the
communist rule in Bulgaria. However, there are some indicators that the Bulgar-
ian communists were considered legitimate—at least among vital social groups—
until the late 1970s or early 1980s. One indicator is the absence of a dissident
movement. From oral history interviews, we know that many people accepted
central aspects of the official ideology and credited the communists with welfare
achievements. The repeated victories of the Socialist Party after 1989 might also
be taken as an indicator for the popular support of certain core values of socialism.
It should also be noted that communism in Bulgaria was not only a Soviet impo-
sition, but had strong native roots: after World War I the “narrow” socialists—the
predecessors of the communist party—were the second most successful party in
the first elections.* When the communists took power in 1944, the political mood
in the country was decidedly left-wing following the moral and political bank-
ruptcy of the authoritarian war-time regime. Important ideological claims of the
communists were also well connected with culturally embedded values, such as
egalitarianism, the urge for education, and morality.

A further source of consent was the significant increase in living standards ex-
perienced in Bulgaria, especially in the 1960s and 1970s. Under communist guid-
ance, Bulgaria became an industrial society with relatively decent levels of public
welfare, and hundred of thousands of former smallholders experienced upward
social mobility. The communist regime, furthermore, showed a certain amount of
flexibility in dealing with social practices that did not conform to its political in-
tentions. Collectivized peasants were granted small private plots and the regime
often turned a blind eye to “ordinary” citizens’ strategy of appropriating state prop-
erty. These informal arrangements not only gave citizens a sense of autonomy and
agency, but also led to what anthropologist Gerald Creed calls the “domestication
of revolution.”” People accommodated the system and modified it in their everyday
actions to make it more tolerable. The downside, from the regime’s point of view,
of its accepting informal—and often illicit—arrangements was the emergence of
citizens holding a rather cynical attitude toward the state. People feared the state to
some extent, but also tried to trick it to their own benefit.

These ambiguous results of far-reaching informality qualify also Bulgaria for
the paradox formulated by Alexei Yurchak regarding the end of communism in
the Soviet Union: “Everything was forever, until it was no more.””® Yurchak’s
telling phrase alludes to the fact that even a few years before communist rule
came to an end, most citizens of the Soviet Union considered the communist
24 On the emergence of the Bulgarian Communist Party, see Joseph Rothschild, The Communist

Party of Bulgaria. Origins and Development 1883—-1936 (New York: Columbia University

Press, 1959).
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Comparative Studies in Society and History 45, no. 3 (2003): 480-510.
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Soviet system as ever lasting and without alternative. Not only a few believed
seriously in the core values of communism and its superiority. However, after the
communist system and even the Soviet Union had been rapidly dismantled, al-
most no one was surprised. Hence, according to Yurchak, while there had been
legitimacy, to some extent it was illusory and not real political capital that could
be spent by the regime. A similar model can be applied to Bulgaria as well: until
the 1980s, most people seem to have taken communist rule for granted and even
subscribed to some of its ideological underpinnings. One-party rule, nevertheless,
imploded rapidly: “real socialism” as a configuration of power left the stage al-
most noiselessly. The reason for this was the multi-dimensional loss of legitima-
cy, which culminated in the 1980s. This loss made the potential of revolution a
real possibility upon which people could act.

Bruce Gilley has shown that legitimacy is the central variable to explain rev-
olutions.”” For a revolutionary movement to gain ground, the old regime must
first experience “legitimation failure,” wherein the state loses its raison d’étre in
the eyes of its population. If the political system is no longer considered legiti-
mate, crisis phenomena—such as economic problems—can tip the public mood
towards changing the regime. In such a situation, crisis is increasingly seen as
the typical outcome of the existing system and thus, the elite loses faith in this
system. Relevant social actors, based on such perceptions of reality, then look for
political solutions outside the existing structures of power, because they believe
incremental reforms will not be enough to salvage their own interests. In a rev-
olutionary situation, oppositional groups provide alternative interpretations of the
current situation and connect with the disaffected population. If legitimacy is lost
and a certain revolutionary threshold is reached, change can come very quick-
ly—if it is not stopped by violence (as what happened on Tiananmen Square in
Beijing in 1989). The initial protesters participating in anti-regime activities are
swiftly joined by an increasing number of fellow citizens. This creates, as has
been noted by Stathis N. Kalyvas, the “dynamics of increasingly large and fre-
quent mass demonstrations and the simultaneous process of fragmentation, de-
fection, and loss of confidence within the regime.”?® The speed of revolutionary
changes, therefore, is the result of a twofold negative feedback mechanism caused
by the loss of legitimacy. On the one hand, the citizens demand change, criticize
the government and support the opposition, which makes even more people doubt
the morality of the current regime. On the other hand, the erosion of legitimacy
undermines the state’s capacities, which in turn increases popular dissatisfaction
because of growing economic and social problems. It can be argued that the
economic problems experienced by Bulgaria in the 1980s were, to some extent,
not only the cause but also the consequence of a loss of legitimacy.

27 Gilley, The right to rule, 164—68.
28 Stathis N. Kalyvas, “The Decay and Breakdown of Communist One-Party Systems,” Annual
Review of Political Science, no. 2 (1999): 323-43, 336.
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Culminating legitimacy crises in the 1980s

In his book on the history of modern Bulgaria, Richard Crampton observes
that “by the middle of the 1980s, few people regarded Zhivkov’s regime as legit-
imate.”” The dynamics of this loss of legitimacy can be illustrated by Sabrina
Ramet’s threefold model of increasing regime opposition that she developed to
describe the case of the GDR: “dissatisfaction,” “disaffection,” and “dissent.”°
Dissatisfaction means the “discontent with certain ways in which certain parts of
the system operate or with certain policies of the regime, without necessarily
calling into question the legitimacy or optimality of the system.”' Disaffection
is defined “as discontent with the system itself without necessarily entailing a
belief in one’s ability to change the system, but possibly being expressed in social
nonconformism or deviance.”? Dissent goes a step further, being “discontent with
the system, charged by belief in one’s ability to effect change [...] and implying
an external standard by which the system’s performance is evaluated.”** Hence,
there is not only a growth in political consciousness, but also a shift in the frame
of reference, from within the system to without.

The Communist Party in Bulgaria considered all three forms of regime dis-
content as potentially dangerous. In the 1980s, party leaders seem to have been
aware that one of their most important sources of power, legitimacy, was waning.
At this time external changes were also negatively affecting their rule: Gor-
bachev’s reform policies put pressure on the Bulgarian comrades from at least
two angles. First, the Soviet Union began to charge higher prices for oil and
other natural resources that were vital for the Bulgarian industry. The Soviets also
became less tolerant of the poor quality of imports from Bulgaria. Second, pere-
stroika and glasnost made Bulgarian old-style communism look increasingly
awkward. It was quite obvious that the new Soviet leadership considered the
Bulgarian party leader an “unwelcome survival of the brezhnevite ‘years of stag-
nation’.””** Zhivkov’s differences with Gorbachev became a major embarrassment
for the Bulgarian leader, who in the past had stressed his success in establishing
cordial relations with the earlier Soviet leaders Khrushchev and Brezhnev. The
changes in the Soviet Union thus are also part of the regime’s loss of legitimacy.
The unwillingness of Gorbachev to intervene militarily in order to keep the com-
munists in the Warsaw Pact countries in power created the political space for
change in the first place. And yet, the most important processes leading to the
loss of legitimacy, which opened the gates for revolutionary change, must be seen
¥ Crampton, Bulgaria, 384.
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in domestic developments. These were, however, also linked to external condi-
tions. Four main areas in which legitimacy evaporated can be defined: 1) every-
day life, whose over-politicization led to alienation; 2) economic problems; 3)
alienated youth; 4) dissent and political opposition.

1. Over-politicization and alienation

The over-politicization of everyday life and the omnipresence of ideology
was a structural reason for the crisis of legitimacy. The Bulgarian Communist
Party fell victim to its own agenda of gaining total control: the party pretended
to be in charge of everything (as can be seen by the notorious article 1 of the
constitution) and developed ideological instructions for even the most mundane
actions. Hence, for everything there was a clear template of the correct, “com-
munist” way to act, which led to the political and ideological over-determination
of everyday life. The Bulgarian communists, largely un-thwarted by any politi-
cal opposition in the country, devoted particular effort to make life “socialist.”’
The envisioned “socialist way of life” would result in the internalization of the
values of communism, so that people would act correctly in any situation with-
out even thinking; individual aspirations and needs should conform appropriate-
ly to the system. The extensive propaganda about the “socialist way of life” thus
made clear to everyone what the party-state considered the correct norm of le-
gitimate behavior.*®

The result of this policy was twofold: On one hand, the citizens held the par-
ty-state responsible for all difficulties and offensive behavior, such as shortages
of housing and consumer goods, noisy taverns and smoke-filled hospitals, drunk-
en drivers and humdrum cultural programs—to mention just some of the tribula-
tions of daily life. These were some of the problems to which the party and
public organizations (above all the Fatherland Front) paid significant attention.’’
But ironically, the party-state, through its propaganda and actions to address such
problems, in the first place made them widely known and then showed the pub-
lic that it was unable to solve them. On the other hand, the party-state’s self-de-
clared responsibility for everything and its concern for ideological purity created
an exaggerated aversion to “deviant” behavior. Even if absolutely non-political
and insignificant acts did not conform to the ideological instructions, they were
seen by the party-state as a potential threat. There was no officially recognized
space for social behavior outside socialism. An example of this is the nearly

35 See Ulf Brunnbauer, Die sozialistische Lebensweise. Ideologie, Politik und Alltag in Bulgarien,
1944—1989 (Vienna, Cologne, and Weimar: Bohlau, 2007).

36 Cf. Gilley, The Right to Rule, 80.

37 UIf Brunnbauer, “Making Bulgarians Socialist. The Fatherland Front in Communist Bulgaria,
1944-89,” East European Politics and Societies 22, no. 1 (2008): 44—79.
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paranoid concern about the “bad” influence of Western pop music, which at times
led to attempts to repress its consumption, which in turn only alienated the youth.
The interventionist disposition of the party and its obsession with ideological
deviations ensured that, in the long run, social discontent became focused and
politicized, turning against the party. Anthropologist Katherine Verdery, in an
analysis of labor relations in communist Romania, observed,

The very form of Party rule in the workplace, then, tended to focus, politicize, and turn against
it the popular discontent that capitalist societies more successfully disperse, depoliticize, and
deflect. In this way, socialism produced a split between ‘us’ and ‘them,” workers and Party
leaders, founded on a lively consciousness that ‘they’ are exploiting ‘us.” This consciousness
was yet another thing that undermined socialist regimes. To phrase it in Gramscian terms, the
lived experience of people in socialism precluded its utopian discourse from becoming hege-
monic—precluded, that is, the softening of coercion with consent.*®

“Socialism” as it actually existed thus produced a consciousness of a divide
between “us” (the people) and “them” (the party-state); “they” were exploiting
us, so “we” have the right to trick “them.” Dissidents could build their count-
er-ideology on this sentiment, which became deeply rooted in the popular con-
sciousness.

In Bulgaria, there is interesting empirical evidence for the growing alienation
of the workers in the one-party state. This was particularly significant, first be-
cause the BCP ruled in their name, and secondly, the party’s welfare policies
addressed the working class in particular. In the 1980s, the Scientific Research
Institute for Trade Union Problems (Nauchno-izsledovatelski institut po profsa-
Jjuzni problemi), which was part of the trade unions, organized annual polls of
approximately two thousand workers across the country. These polls asked about
the workers’ general mood, their attitudes towards the trade unions, and their
opinions about current affairs. These reports were confidential and only for in-
ternal use. The results were disheartening for the trade unions and the party.
Workers did not have a particularly high opinion of the trade unions: “There are
no trade unions, they are parasites.” “The trade unions in Bulgaria should be
called ‘Independence’ because nothing at all depends on them.”* In the 1987 poll
28 percent of the workers said they were a member of a trade union only because
it was effectively obligatory, 14 percent were members because “everyone else”
was, and 6 percent because of the vouchers that the trade unions distributed for
vacation homes. The report stated that many trade union members took part in
union activities “without enthusiasm” and “only to have their presence counted.”
Workers did not expect much help from their trade union: two thirds had never
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approached the union organization of their place of work.* The 1989 report pro-
duced even more sober results:

There is massive distrust, sharp criticism and a negative evaluation of the trade unions: ‘The
trade unions exist external to and independent from the needs and interests of the people’; ‘they
are part of the bureaucratic elite.”*!

2. Economic problems

An important reason for the growth of discontent in the 1980s was increasing
economic problems. Reliable data about economic growth in this period are hard
to come by because of the irregularity of communist statistics and the use of the
Net Material Product (NMP) to measure economic activity. According to calcu-
lations by John Bristow, the average annual growth rate of the NMP was about
3.7 percent in the first half of the decade and 3.0 percent in the period from 1985
to 1989 (which is close to the official figures).** But other Western estimates,
which are based on GDP calculations, are significantly lower. Industry, which
until the 1970s had expanded quickly, grew in the 1981-88 period by an average
annual rate of only 4.4 percent. A US study on Bulgaria notes that, “By the late
1980s, Bulgarian industry had completely exhausted the advantages it had used
in earlier decades to post impressive growth statistics.” The various reform at-
tempts of the previous decades, notably the New Economic Mechanism (NEM)
initiated by the Central Committee in 1979 and set in place in 1982, had obvi-
ously not achieved the intended goals of raising efficiency and quality. The Bul-
garian economy did not succeed in shifting from extensive to intensive growth,
while input factors (labor, natural resources, and capital) became increasingly
scarce. Agriculture, which had always been neglected by the planners, fared even
worse. Its output declined during the Eighth Five Year Plan (1981-85), mainly
because of a severe drought in 1984 and 1985. The drought years also affected
electricity production, and thus electricity had to be rationed. These “dark nights”
had a strong effect on the public’s state of mind and played an important role in
the demoralization of society and the fading faith in communism.*

Not only was the party leadership aware of the ensuing economic crisis, but
also the population, which suffered from increasing shortages. In the above-men-
tioned trade union reports, the share of workers who were dissatisfied with the
40" Lilia Dimova, “Obshtestvenoto mnenie za profsdjuzite v usloviiata na preustroistvoto” (unpu-
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development of the economy grew constantly. In 1984, 15.7 percent of the polled
workers said that the economy was developing “well.” In 1986, this had fallen to
9.2 percent. The opposite opinion was shared by 9.9 percent of the workers in
1984, and 29.2 percent in 1986.* The economic problems reduced the state’s
capacity to provide ample welfare benefits. This was also aggravated by the for-
eign debt (more than $ 4 billion at the beginning of the 1980s). In 1986, two-thirds
of the workers expressed dissatisfaction with the slow solutions for vital social
problems.*® The overwhelming majority of workers considered their wages insuf-
ficient, and complained about rising prices and increasing wage inequality, be-
cause of the party’s policy to provide material incentives to raise productivity.
Hence, two central tenets of the social contract that were in exchange for the
acceptance of communist rule were put into question: the provision of compre-
hensive welfare by the state and the official commitment to equality—tradition-
ally a highly cherished value in Bulgaria. It is not surprising that trade union
reports and the many letters of complaint sent to the authorities reveal a growing
frustration of the citizens due to various difficulties encountered in daily life that
were a result of the economic crisis.

The ailing economy undermined widely practiced accommodation strategies,
such as the appropriation of social benefits and public property or the exploitation
of informal economic resources, which had guaranteed a decent standard of living
into the 1980s. The regime was also increasingly unable to furnish material privi-
leges to important social groups on whose loyalty it depended. The party-state had
to realize the long-term consequences of its promise to increase the material stan-
dard of living. The Pandora box of consumerism, which had been opened in the
1960s, could not be closed again.’ On the contrary, consumer needs were also
rising because of the ideological rehabilitation of consumption. The dysfunctional
economy, whose light industry regularly received less investment than its capital
goods industry, was in no shape to produce enough consumer goods to meet ex-
pectations. Party propaganda extolling the virtues of “harmonic, socialist” con-
sumption in contrast to consumption that was “egoistic and capitalist” proved in-
effective in limiting the needs. The population’s horizon of expectations had wid-
ened and they were no longer satisfied with the existing system. People also began
to judge their living standards by contemporaneous Western life styles—or what
they believed life to be like in the West—rather than by the poverty of past gener-
ations. The increase in contacts with the West, on different levels and in different
areas, as well as Western radio and TV broadcasts being jammed after the signing
of the Helsinki Final Act in 1975, proved to be a system-subverting force.

4 Nauchno-izsledovatelski institut po profsdjuzni problemi, “Rabotnicheskoto obshtestveno mne-
nie v nachaloto na 1987g.” (unpublished report, Sofia, 1987), 10.

* Ibid., 3.

47 See Liliana Deianova, Ochertaniia na malchanieto. Istoricheska sotsiologiia na kolektivnata
pamet (Sofia: KKh., 2009), 354-55.
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3. Alienated youth

Another factor of the de-legitimation of party rule can be found in one of the
salient results of the socio-cultural transformation which the party had helped to
trigger. Especially in the cities, a new cohort of well-educated young people had
emerged. The various life styles they had developed were often at odds with
party ideology. This youth was rarely oppositional and often even communist,
but their behavior and tastes (for instance, for Western rock music) frightened the
party gerontocracy, who sensed “ideological deviations” in anyone listening to
the Rolling Stones.* For these young people, the founding myths of communist
rule were largely irrelevant; they had not experienced the terror of the 1940s.
They compared their lives to their peers in the West, not to the generation of their
grandparents or parents, who had experienced the poverty of the past. Sociolog-
ical studies on Bulgarian youth in the 1980s did not reveal an overt orientation
towards the West, but highlighted the fact that young people defined communism
mainly by their consumer possibilities.*” Young people generated new visions of
individuality and autonomy that were at odds with the collectivist, ascetic moral-
ity preached—though often not practiced—by the party leadership. Attempts of
the state to rein in the youth culture, such as the closing of discotheques in the
1980s, could not but increase the young people’s estranged sentiments. The lead-
ing Bulgarian sociologist on youth at that time, Petar-Emil Mitev, found a distinct
alienation of the youth from politics.*

Alienation had grown not only out of new value systems, but also problems
in the social stratification: young people often saw their chances of advancement
limited by old communists who would not step down, or by people who had
acquired good positions not due to qualifications but to their family or party
networks. Sociological studies already in the 1970s revealed a decrease in social
mobility; the social classes increasingly reproduced themselves. Especially the
middle class, upon which the functioning of the system largely depended, devel-
oped strategies to barricade itself against worker and peasant upward movement.
In the 1950s and 1960s, however, upward social mobility had been an important
source of legitimacy, when hundreds of thousands of peasants moved to the towns
and many workers were promoted to white collar jobs or rose in the party hier-
archy. Internal reports and individual complaints in the 1980s reveal the wide-
spread discontent of young people who could not find a job commensurate to
their education. Citizens often criticized the allocation of jobs on the basis of
nepotism and clientelism. Particularly worrying for the regime was the increasing
frustration of the technical intelligentsia, as they were essential for managing the
economy. Young technocrats were often faced by incompetent party-bureaucrats,

4 Cf. Karin Taylor, Let s Twist Again. Youth and Leisure in Socialist Bulgaria (Vienna: LIT, 2006).
4 Andrei Raichev, Mladata lichnost i malkata pravda (Sofia: Narodna mladezh, 1985), 81.
50 Quoted in Taylor, Let s Twist Again, 58.
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which made them lose faith in the ability of the party to solve the problems of
the country. In a confidential report of the trade unions in 1987, company direc-
tors were frank:

‘We must admit that what we have created is not socialism. We have created a bureaucratic state.
How should we fight the daily grind, the good connections [vrdzki], nepotism [rodninstvoto),
the ruined economy? [...] I have no idea how the leaders in the most important echelons of
power struggle against each other and against others, and whether they will ever admit that they
have erred.”!

A growing number of people, especially younger ones—those who were sup-
posed to “build communism”—were not only dissatisfied with the system, they
also did not believe in the possibility of reform. This disaffected group rather
looked towards system changes to fulfill their ambitions. Quite a number of young
communists in the middle levels of the power hierarchy hoped that a radical
transformation would allow them to translate political and symbolic capital into
economic capital. It is therefore not surprising that a high percentage of the post-
1989 Bulgarian elite stem from the former communist youth organization Kom-
somol or other party bodies. But while these disaffected young people provided
the social base for anti-regime mass mobilization, they were not the first to de-
mand an end to communist rule. This was carried out by the dissidents.

4. Political opposition and dissent

Political dissent in communist Bulgaria was long insignificant, especially if
compared to countries such as Poland or Czechoslovakia.’> Nevertheless, active
opposition played an important role in the end of communist rule in Bulgaria.
The first to put up real resistance were members of the Turkish minority, who
opposed—also by violent means—the forceful assimilation campaign that had
started in 1984.% It appears that this campaign, in which Turks were required to
take Bulgarian names and all symbols of Turkish (Muslim) culture were outlawed,
did not even appeal to the majority of the population, despite the fact that the
communists had quite successfully played the nationalist card to create consent
in the previous two decades. The forced assimilation of the Turkish population
and their increasing resistance also led to protests among Bulgarian intellectuals
in 1988, who demanded that human rights be observed. The mass emigration of
Turks from May to August 1989, when some 350,000 people left to Turkey,

Dimova, Obshtestvenoto mnenie za profsajuzite, 7.

Nataliia Hristova, “Spetsifika na balgarskoto ‘disidenstvo’,” Istoricheski pregled 60, no. 3—4
(2004): 115-40.

For more on the so-called rebirth process, see Mihail Gruev and Aleksei Kalonski, “Vazroditel-
niiat protses”: Miusiulmanskite obshtnosti i komunisticheskiiat rezhim: politiki, reaktsii i posle-
ditsi (Sofia: Institut za izsledvane na blizkoto minalo, 2008).
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showed the entire Bulgarian population that something had seriously gone wrong.
It also caused severe labor shortages in the affected areas.

In 1988-89 the regime faced increasingly vocal opposition in parts of the intel-
ligentsia. It began to lose the support of this crucial group, which for decades the
party had incorporated into the system relatively successfully. It is very likely that
the developments in the Soviet Union played an important role here, since Bulgar-
ian intellectuals traditionally followed Russian media. In November 1988, the
dissident organization Club for the Support of Glasnost and Perestroika in Bulgar-
ia was founded by prominent intellectuals at the University of Sofia. Among its
founding members were dissidents like the philosopher Zheliu Zhelev, but even
more numerous were party members, who as a result were expelled from the party.
Also in 1988, the first independent trade union, Podkrepa, was founded. As well,
a number of other informal organizations for the protection of human rights were
established in 1988, all of them very small and without much direct impact. Nev-
ertheless, they demonstrate the disappearing fear and the emerging civil society.

Even more forceful were ecology protests, which started in the town of Ruse on
the Danube River. For years Ruse had suffered from suffocating pollution emitted
by a Romanian chemical plant on the other side of the river. The pollution had
caused a dramatic increase in various diseases among the population of Ruse, es-
pecially its children. From the autumn of 1987 regular demonstrations were held,
organized mainly by mothers, and petitions were sent by the citizens of Ruse call-
ing on the authorities to act. Even a documentary film (Dishai! “Breath!””) was made
about the ecological disaster in Ruse. On the occasion of its premiere on 8§ March
1988, the first Bulgarian dissident organization, the Social Committee for the En-
vironmental Protection of Ruse, was founded. The events in Ruse inspired environ-
mentalists in Sofia to establish the organization Ekoglasnost on 4 April 1989, which
aimed at informing the public about environmental pollution in Bulgaria, much of
it caused by industrial plants. Ekoglasnost became famous for its protests during
the CSCE Meeting on the Protection of the Environment in Sofia from 16 October
to 3 November 1989. The brutal suppression of this demonstration by the militia
in the city center was a major embarrassment for Bulgaria, not only in front of the
world media, but also domestically: it showed that the regime was ready to use
violence against people who demonstrated for a goal that the party also propagated,
that is, the protection of the environment. This made environmental protests even
more dangerous in the eyes of the party, since these people could hardly be labeled
“counterrevolutionaries,” “anti-social elements,” or “foreign agents.” Their protest
illustrated the collapse of faith in the ability of the regime to solve immediate prob-
lems, as well as the rise of a civil society. The demonstrations in Sofia in October
marked the beginning of an opposition mobilization that would play an important
role in pushing the regime for real change after Todor Zhivkov’s exit on 10 No-
vember 1989. The “revolutionary threshold” in terms of the willingness to engage
in anti-regime protests had been reached.
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Conclusion

The Bulgarian Communist Party was, of course, aware of the creeping loss of
its legitimacy and what this meant for its claim to sole responsibility. The sociol-
ogist Evgenii Dainov expressed this succinctly:

It is something completely different to have total control in the moment when your opponents
get more vocal; conditions no longer allow the application of mass terror, and society no longer
accepts your legitimacy because of your failure in all areas.*

As a consequence, the party tried to decrease its visibility in order to extract
itself from the criticism frontline. The “July conception” of 1987, adopted by the
Central Committee, reduced the responsibility of basic party committees and gave
more flexibility to state authorities and enterprises, on paper at least. Reforms in
the labor code and the economic organization also sought to increase the autonomy
of companies. The self-management of workers was also to be expanded. For a few
years, decentralization was in vogue. The party hoped that these reforms would
reduce the alienation of workers and increase their willingness to put an effort into
raising productivity. But the reforms went nowhere. First of all, the party was not
ready to really relinquish power, so many reform measures were not even imple-
mented, and others, especially those concerning decentralization, were revoked only
a few years later. A last-minute attempt at economic liberalization in January 1989
(ukaz no. 56) was also not really implemented (although it did prepare the ground
for managers and influential party members to appropriate state capital).”> The only
result of Bulgarian pseudo-perestroika was an increase in administrative chaos. The
regime proved incapable of adapting to rapidly changing conditions.>

The reforms also failed because they met widespread skepticism among the
people. Apathy and disillusionment had reached such proportions that only very
few people were interested in getting actively involved in the party’s program for
change. The 1987 trade unions report on workers opinions portrays a deeply
alienated society:

Instances of the violation of labor discipline can be observed ever more frequently; there is a
decrease in the labor effort by workers and an increase in labor turnover. Several information
sources mention apathy and skepticism, the withdrawal into personal life and ‘doubts that the
ideas would become reality.” Among the working people—managers as well as workers—the
standpoint of ‘listening and waiting,” of ‘the curious occasional observer’ prevails. ‘Those above
have brought us into this mess, they should get it right again’—one hears such opinions often,
if the conversation turns to the execution of the reconstruction [preustrojstvo].”’

Evgenii Dainov, “Reformirane na nereformiruemoto—Balgarskata komunisticheska partiia i
predizvikatelstva na 1980-te godini,” in: Evgenii Dainov and Deian Kiuranov, eds., Za prome-
nite... Sbornik (Sofia: Tsentur za liberalni strategii, 1997) 11-40, 25.

Kalinova and Baeva, Balgarskite prehodi, 232.

6 Cf. Kalyvas, “The Decay and Breakdown of Communist One-Party Systems,” 331-32.
Dimova, Obshtestvenoto mnenie za profsdjuzite, 5.
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Workers were not enthusiastic about self-management either, as they sensed
that this was mere rhetoric. In a representative survey in 1988, only 20 percent
of the workers showed a “strong willingness” to become involved in workers’
self-management; 90 percent believed that they had no or only little influence on
their company’s management.”® Even Todor Zhivkov complained in the Politbu-
ro about the party’s loss of trust among the population and that almost no one
was willing to get involved in the proclaimed changes.

The party’s half-baked reform attempts made the inherent contradictions of
the system only more obvious. Zhivkov’s slogans—"“individual initiative,
self-management, rule of law, democracy, human rights”—revealed the shortcom-
ings of “real socialism,” which for more than four decades had propagated, but
obviously not achieved, these goals. His slogans even pointed to a different order.
The more the party imitated democracy and a market economy, the more citizens’
expectations increased, but the party could not meet these expectations if they
did not surrender their power, so frustration grew. In a way, the reforms—as
limited as they were—undermined the party’s dominant role. The party had lost
both its monopoly on the interpretation of reality and the population’s belief in
its problem-solving capacity. The gulf between ideology and lived realities had
become too wide to be bridged by policy adaptations, informal arrangements and
concessions to the population. It had become clear to everyone that much of what
happened did so not according to the party’s plan, but rather despite it, or even
against it.

At the end of the 1980s, the question was no longer whether communist rule
would end, but when and how. Had the Bulgarian communists really read Marx,
they would have seen the writing on the wall: the relations of production had
clearly obstructed the development of the productive forces, and from the fold of
“real socialism,” its own negation had come into existence.

8 Derek C. Jones and Mieke Meurs, “Worker Participation and Worker Self Management in Bul-

garia,” Comparative Economic Studies 33, no. 4 (1991): 47-82.
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THE ROMANIAN REVOLUTION

More than twenty years after the events that led to the violent fall of the com-
munist dictator Nicolae Ceausescu on 22 December 1989, the Romanian revolu-
tion is still something of an enigma and shrouded in mystery and mystification.
Although more than four hundred books' and innumerable articles have been
written on this topic—by the actors involved, contemporary witnesses, as well as
by Romanian and foreign historians—there are still profound disagreements be-
tween them about the actual events and how to interpret them. A major issue in
the debate is whether what occurred in Romania was a revolution at all, and if
so, what kind of revolution. Other divisive questions concern how or why vio-
lence was used during the various stages of the revolution, the goals pursued by
the protagonists of the revolution, and last but not least, the role—if any—played
by external actors in the process. A major divide continues to persist between the
protagonists of the anti-communist protest movement and the anti-Ceausescu
dissidents who took power after the dictator’s fall. The scholarly community
examining the topic is split between researchers who question the reliability of
Romanian sources and those who are principally not opposed to them.

Today, there is a broad archival basis available in Romania for research on the
1989 revolution. The results of the inquiries into the revolutionary events pro-
duced by two special committees of the Romanian Senate between 1990-92 and

' Here is a necessarily incomplete selection of books on the Romanian revolution: Michel Castex,
Un mensonge gros comme le siecle (Paris: Albin Michel, 1990); Ruxandra Cesereanu, De-
cembrie ’89. Deconstructia unei revolutii. (Bucharest: Polirom, 2009); Emil Constantinescu,
Adevarul despre Romdnia (1989-2004) (Bucharest: Editura Universalia, 2004); Dennis Dele-
tant, Ceausescu and the Securitate. Coercion and Dissent in Romania, 1965—1989 (London:
C. Hurst and Co., 1995); Daniela Veronica Gusa de Dragan, Condamnat la adevar—General
Stefan Gusa (Bucharest: RAO International Publishing Company, 2004); Anneli Ute Gabanyi,
Die unvollendete Revolution. Rumdnien zwischen Diktatur und Demokratie (Munich: Piper,
1990); idem, Systemwechsel in Rumdnien. Von der Revolution zur Transformation (Munich:
Oldenbourg, 1998); Radu Portocala, Autopsie du coup d’état roumain: au pays du mensonge
triomphant (Paris: Kalman Lévy, 1990); Dumitru Preda and Mihai Retegan, 1989. Principiul
Dominoului. Prabusirea regimurilor comuniste europene (Bucharest: Editura Fundatiei Cultur-
ale Romane, 2000); Peter Siani-Davies, The Romanian Revolution of December 1989 (Ithaca
and London: Cornell University Press, 2005); Alex Mihai Stoenescu, Istoria loviturilor de stat
in Romania, vol. 4, Revolutia din decembrie 1989—o tragedie romdneasca (Bucharest: RAO
International Publishing Company, 2005); Alex Mihai Stoenescu, Cronologia evenimentelor din
decembrie 1989 (Bucharest: RAO International Publishing House, 2009); Vladimir Tismanea-
nu, Stalinism for All Seasons: A Political History of Romanian Communism (Berkeley: Univer-
sity of California Press, 2003).
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1992-96 have been published, as have a considerable number of documents from
the archives of the Romanian Communist Party (RCP), the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, the Secret Services and the Ministry of Defense. The Institute of the
Romanian Revolution of December 1989, set up in 2005, is conducting system-
atic research on the topic.?

Collective memories of previous uprisings

Romania’s history under communist rule is not marked by “eruptive” upris-
ings, but by a sort of societal “magma” involving a fundamental rejection of
Marxist-Leninist ideology coupled with a historically based mistrust of the Sovi-
et Union, whose armies had imposed the communist system in the country. Sev-
eral factors account for this. One is language and culture—Romania is the only
country of the former Soviet bloc where a Romanic language is spoken and whose
culture is closely connected to the culture of Western Europe. During the first
years of Soviet occupation, a partisan movement existed in the mountain areas
of Romania; its final defeat came only after the suppression of the Hungarian
uprising of 1956. There is, however, a tradition of socially motivated uprisings
in communist Romania. These include the miners’ strike of the Jiu Valley in 1977
and the 1987 workers’ demonstration in Brasov, both put down without blood-
shed. The Brasov demonstration in particular is thought to have served as a kind
of dress rehearsal for the Timisoara uprising, which marked the beginning of the
1989 revolution. Whereas in November 1987,° the massive workers’ protests in
Brasov were quelled by the regime through a show of force and subsequent ar-
rests, the Timisoara protests developed into a violent uprising after the first pro-
testers were killed or wounded. And the Romanian collective memory recalls a
number of historical coups d’état. Among the best known in a series of conspir-
acies is the coup that led to the deposition in 1866 of Alexandru loan Cuza, the
architect of the unification of the Romanian principalities, and the coup d’état of
23 August 1944, through which King Michael, supported by several political
leaders, overthrew the head of state, Marshall Ion Antonescu.

But interestingly, the protagonists of the 1989 revolutionary coup did not call
on this aspect of Romania’s political tradition. Instead, they looked even further
back, explicitly and insistently referring to the French revolution of 1789 in order
to accredit the idea of the Romanian revolution of 1989 as being a classical pop-
ular uprising, and to support the political myth of the allegedly spontaneous
“emanation” of its leaders from the “chaos” following Ceausescu’s arrest.

2 For an excellent overview, see Ioan Scurtu, La Révolution roumaine de 1989, dans le contexte
international de |’époque (Bucharest: Institut de la Révolution Roumaine, 2008), 7-22.

3 Marius Oprea and Stejarel Olaru, Ziua care nu se uitd. 15 noiembrie 1987, Brasov (Bukarest:
Polirom, 2002), with a list of those taken into custody.
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The structural and long-term causes of the Romanian revolution

The East European revolutions of 1989 were revolutions of a historically new
type. Their most exceptional feature was that they did not represent individual
national phenomena, but they were links in a chain of processes that revolution-
ized the Soviet-dominated system in Eastern Europe. The revolution of the Sovi-
et bloc, caused by a general crisis in the communist system, was part and parcel
of a geopolitical revolution facilitated by the rapprochement between the United
States and the Soviet Union in the late 1980s, which had led to substantial chang-
es in the political architecture of the entire world.*

Despite a number of common features in the 1989 East European revolutions,
their specific course was marked by historically, politically and socially deter-
mined differences. Whereas the transition of power in Poland and Hungary was
negotiated between representatives of the communist rulers and the opposition in
a manner reminiscent of the Spanish model of the so-called Moncloa Pact of
1978, or was a non-violent coup de parti, as in the GDR, Czechoslovakia and
Bulgaria, the—in the end violent—overthrow of the Ceausescu regime, which
was originally envisaged to follow the non-violent example of the 1974 Portu-
guese revolution, makes it a singular case.’ Only in Romania did a violent military
coup d’état take place during which the communist head of state was executed.

In more than one respect, the unique mode of the transition of power in Ro-
mania was a direct consequence of the “Romanian deviation” in its relations with
the Soviet Union, as had been pursued by Romania since the 1960s. The Soviet
leadership became increasingly aware of the danger represented by Romania’s
autonomous course in economic and foreign policy, not only for the stability of
the communist regime within Romania itself, but also for the coherence of the
Soviet bloc as a whole. After having successfully negotiated the withdrawal of
the Soviet troops in 1958, the Romanian communist leadership, at that time
headed by Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej, began to oppose Soviet pressure for a larg-
er degree of integration and specialization of the CMEA countries, and attempted
to create closer economic ties to the developed Western countries. At the same
time, Romania also embarked on a more autonomous policy in its foreign and
security policy, trying to distance itself from the Soviet imperial power.

In an internal power struggle following the death of Gheorghiu-Dej in 1965,
the supporters of Romania’s autonomous course headed by Nicolae Ceausescu
gained the upper hand over those who supported a return to the Soviet fold. While

4 See an excellent detailed analysis of these worldwide changes in: Pierre Grosser, /989. L’année
ou le monde a basculé (Paris: Perrin, 2009).
In an interview with Alex Mihai Stoenescu, Victor Stanculescu pointed out that “the main sce-
nario was patterned on the Portuguese model: i.e. a short-term military regime followed by a
democratic regime supported by the army.” Alex Mihai Stoenescu, In sfdrsit, Adevarul... Gen-

eralul Victor Atanasie Stanculescu in dialog cu Alex Mihai Stoenescu (Bucharest: RAO Interna-
tional Publishing Company, 2009), 73.
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trying to remove his pro-Soviet opponents from powerful party and state posi-
tions, Ceausescu accelerated the independent foreign policy course inaugurated
by his predecessor. In order to strengthen his hold on political power, Ceausescu
allowed a certain degree of de-Stalinization and de-Sovietization in the cultural
field and liberalized contacts with the West. He also took steps to co-opt the young
technocratic and cultural intelligentsia and to reconcile the old national-minded
elites who had been imprisoned or discriminated against in the 1950s. With a
speech held at a mass rally in Bucharest on 21 August 1968 criticizing the War-
saw Pact invasion of Czechoslovakia, in which Romanian troops had not taken
part, Ceausescu achieved a degree of unanimity between the party, intellectuals
and the population that was unknown in the other bloc countries, where de-So-
vietization started only after 1989.

There are four main elements that led to the downfall of the Ceausescu regime:
the impact of the crisis of Soviet-style communism on Romania, the effects of
the world economic crisis, Romania’s loss of Western support, and the emergence
of domestic opposition.

The restructuring of the Soviet bloc

From the mid-1970s, the communist system, which had been imposed on the
peoples of the Soviet Union and exported to the countries in Eastern Europe that
had been occupied by the Red Army at the end of World War II, went through a
deep crisis. The Soviet and East European economies were clearly unable to keep
pace with the technological progress registered in the West. Moreover, they were
deeply affected by the worldwide crisis in raw materials and on the financial
markets. East European leaders expected the Soviet Union to help them overcome
the economic and financial crises, whereby they asked for more deliveries of oil,
gas and raw materials in exchange for products they were unable to sell on West-
ern markets. The Soviet Union, however, was no longer able or willing to con-
tinue this traditional CMEA policy, and requested its partners to pay for such
deliveries in hard currency and on the basis of world market prices. Because of
the economic crisis, these regimes could thus no longer live up to their vigorous
promises of economic welfare, and failed to honor the social contract that had
been tacitly concluded with the populations of their respective countries. The
Marxist-Leninist ideology had lost legitimacy and the grasp of the communist
parties in power was no longer left unchallenged.

Yurii Andropov, a former KGB chief and CC secretary in charge of relations
with the “fraternal” East European parties, who followed Leonid Brezhnev at the
helm of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, was well aware of the specter
of a three-pronged revolt looming in the member countries of the Soviet econom-
ic and military bloc: revolts directed against the communist system, against the
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respective political regimes, and against the Soviet imperial power. In order to
prevent an outbreak of revolts or a systemic breakdown of the communist system
in these countries, Andropov and Gorbachev were determined to implement a
coordinated policy of restructuring the economies of the Soviet bloc in accordance
with Soviet strategies, without, however, doing anything that would endanger the
communist system.°

After his advent to power in 1985, Gorbachev pursued what was described as
the “Gorbachev doctrine”: politically supporting reformist forces in those coun-
tries where the communist rulers opposed Moscow’s intra-bloc and domestic
policies.” According to recently discovered Soviet documents, Gorbachev held a
speech at the 6 October 1988 Politburo meeting in which he stated that socialism
was in a profound crisis and thus that all the communist regimes had to introduce
perestroika-style reforms in order to survive:

A number of countries have followed our example, or even preceded us on the road of deep
reforms. Others, such as the GDR, Romania or North Korea, still fail to recognize the need for
such reforms—but the reasons for that are rather political, since the present leadership is unwill-
ing to change anything. In reality, all these countries need change. We don’t say this publicly,
lest we are accused of an attempt to impose perestroika on friends, but the fact is: there are clear
signs of a forthcoming crisis, and thus radical reforms are required all over the socialist world.
In this sense, the factor of personalities becomes one of huge significance. [...] Those who stub-
bornly refuse to follow the call of the times only push the illness deep inside and greatly aggra-
vate its future course. That concerns us very directly. We may have abandoned the rights of the
“Big Brother” of the socialist world, but we cannot abandon our role as its leader. Objectively, it
shall always belong to the Soviet Union, as the strongest country of socialism and the birthplace
of the October Revolution.?®

In a conversation in March 1989 with Karoly Grosz, the secretary general of the Hungarian So-
cialist Workers’ Party, the Soviet leader emphasized that “we clearly have to draw boundaries,
thinking about others and ourselves at the same time. Democracy is much needed, and interests
have to be harmonized. The limit, however, is the safekeeping of socialism and assurance of
stability.” See the Report for the members of the Political Committee, 29 March 1989, MOL
M-KS-288-11/44580.¢., in Csaba Békés, Malcolm Byrne, Melinda Kalmar, Zoltan Ripp, Miklos
Voros, eds., Political Transition in Hungary, 1989-1990: A Compendium of Declassified Doc-
uments and Chronology of Events (Washington and Budapest: National Security Archive, Cold
War History Research Center, and 1956 Institute, 1999), 6.

“Le nouveau leader du Kremlin visait a 1’élimination des vieux dirigeants des pays socialistes
et a leur remplacement par des personnes jeunes, prétes a appliquer la perestroika. [...] Le
remplacement des leaders conservateurs, souhaité par Gorbachev, a été soutenu par les mé-
dias occidentaux.” Ioan Scurtu, La Révolution roumaine de 1989, dans le contexte internatio-
nal de I’époque (Bucharest: Institut de la Révolution Roumaine, 2008), 6, 8. See also Anneli
Ute Gabanyi, “Gorbacev in Bukarest: Ruménisch-sowjetische Differenzen treten offen zutage,”
Stidosteuropa 36, n0. 5 (1987): 267-75; idem, “Ruménien und Gorbacev,” in Walter Althammer,
ed., Siidosteuropa in der Ara Gorbacev. Auswirkungen der sowjetischen Reformpolitik auf die
stidosteuropdischen Ldnder (Munich: Sagner, 1987), 75-82.

Cf. Jamie Glazov, “Symposium: Secrets of Communism’s “Collapse”, 23 September 2010, http:/
frontpagemag.com/2010/jamie-glazov/symposium-secrets-of-communism%E2%80%99s-
%E2%80%9Ccollapse?%E2%80%9D/ (accessed 12 September 2013).



204 Anneli Ute Gabanyi

Two days before Ceausescu’s fall, Radio Moscow broadcast a statement in
Romanian made by the Soviet foreign minister Eduard Shevardnadze, stating that
“the internal processes in Romania are beginning to bear consequences for inter-
state relations,” bringing the potential of “tarnishing the socialist ideals.” On 21
December, the same radio station aired interviews of three deputies of the Soviet
Supreme Soviet (in session at the time) charging Ceausescu of “no longer being
a socialist (having shot at his people) and of being an opponent of Soviet pere-
stroika and of the inexorable process of democratization in Eastern Europe.”'® At
a press conference during his visit early in January, just a few days after the new
leaders had taken power in Bucharest, Shevardnadze referred to past Soviet-Ro-
manian disagreements in the area of foreign policy and the Soviet reform process.
Ceausescu, he said, had isolated Romania from the East-European reform process,
and in the end he had resorted to openly criticizing it. However, now that the last
non-conformist regime in Eastern Europe had collapsed, Shevardnadze was hope-
ful “that the reconstruction and modernization of Comecon and the Warsaw Pact
could start.”

Already in 1983, Romania had been perceived as the weakest link in the So-
viet imperial chain. It was the country where social revolt would most likely be
directed against the communist system as such; indeed, it seemed possible for the
country to leave the Soviet bloc and turn to the West."" In February 1989, an
investigation under the aegis of the social scientist Oleg Bogomolov painted a
pessimistic scenario for Romania. As stated in the report submitted by Gor-
bachev’s advisor, if the financial means set free after the repayment of Romania’s
debts were not used to raise the living standards of the population, a

social explosion cannot be excluded. At a moment when the renovating processes going on in
the other socialist countries have not yet proved the feasibility of the reform policies, there is a
danger that there will be a decisive turn toward the West (which also means its leaving the War-
saw Treaty) in this country, whose population has liberated itself from socialist values and been
traditionally educated in the spirit of having a common fate with the Latin world.'

Even worse from the Soviet point of view, the Bogomolov commission did
not exclude the possibility of an anti-Ceausescu revolt of “the leading class” that
would result in “changes from the top,” a revolt, one is left to understand, which
would lead to the same results.

® Radio Moscow in Romanian, 20 December 1989. Cf. Gabanyi, Die unvollendete Revolution,
121.

10" Radio Moscow in Romanian, 21 December 1989. Cf. Gabanyi, Die unvollendete Revolution,
122.

1" See Oleg Gordiewsky and Christopher Andrew, KGB. Die Geschichte seiner Auslandsopera-
tionen von Lenin bis Gorbatschow (Munich: Bertelsmann, 1990), 824.

12 See Dumitru Preda and Mihai Retegan, 1989. Principiul Dominoului: Prabusirea regimurilor
comuniste europene (Bucharest: Editura Fundatiei Culturale Romane, 2000), 18-20.
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The impact of the world economic crisis

The crisis that rocked the world economy in the 1970s was another determin-
ing factor. Under its impact, the three fundamental pillars of Romania’s econom-
ic and trade policy—avoidance of dependency on the Soviet Union, reliance on
raw materials imported from Third World countries and financial support from
developed Western countries—collapsed. The Romanian economy, which needed
massive imports of crude oil for its oversized refinery capacities that had been
built with Western loans, encountered difficulties after deliveries from its main
providers stopped as a result of the Iran-Iraq war. The country could not expect
to get Soviet support, since it had distanced itself from the CMEA mechanism of
energy deliveries at sub-market prices in exchange for non-competitive goods.
Last but not least, Romania could no longer consolidate its debts at Western
banks, which had panicked as a result of the Polish crisis in 1980. After its West-
ern creditors stopped granting or guaranteeing further loans, and after the condi-
tions set by the International Monetary Fund for further loans had been rejected
as unacceptable by the Romanian government, Romania—unlike other East Eu-
ropean countries with considerably higher per capita indebtedness such as Hun-
gary or Poland—was forced to repay its foreign debts.

The drastic cuts in crude oil and raw material imports led to a severe reduction
of industrial production and hence in energy exports to Western countries. In
order to procure the hard currency needed to repay its debt, Romania increased
its exports of food to the detriment of domestic consumption, and reduced the
imports of consumer goods, policies that severely affected the living standards of
the population. The harsh austerity program imposed by the regime included food
rationing, radical cuts in the private consumption of energy, and wage reductions.
When Ceausescu triumphantly announced the successful repayment of its hard
currency debt in March 1989, the Romanian population had reached a degree of
economic need, social misery and depression unknown anywhere else in the bloc.
Any earlier support for Ceausescu was gone, and the Romanian society as a whole
wanted a change.

The loss of Western support

The Soviet policy of reshaping its relations inside the Soviet bloc and imple-
menting perestroika-style reforms in the East European states was possible only in
the context of a redefinition of the relationship between the great powers in the East
and the West. After having successfully negotiated a treaty in 1987 with Mikhail
Gorbachev that would eliminate intermediate-range nuclear missiles, the United
States signaled willingness to back the new Soviet leader and to respect Moscow’s
security interests as did other Western states such as Britain and France.
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The repercussions of this Western policy change dealt a major blow to the
Ceausescu regime. During the Cold War era, Romania’s foreign policy, which
had obstructed the deeper integration of the Warsaw Pact, had been attributed a
kind of “nuisance value” by the NATO countries. But in the light of Gorbachev’s
“new political thinking,” Ceausescu’s deviations from the political and ideolog-
ical positions of the Soviet Union were no longer relevant. Instead, Romania was
increasingly perceived as a factor that disturbed the process of rapprochement
between the Soviet Union and the Western powers. Western governments and
financial institutions were no longer ready to grant Romania the trade privileges
it had enjoyed earlier, and the European Community stalled negotiations with
Romania on a new trade agreement. In 1989, Romania, once a forerunner in re-
lations between the CMEA countries and the European Community, was now the
only European CMEA state that had not yet applied to establish diplomatic rela-
tions with this body. Similarly, the US government was no longer ready to extend
the Most Favored Nation’s Clause to Romania’s “repressive regime.” In order to
preempt the US decision, Romania unilaterally renounced the clause in 1988.
Western media turned their focus on the low living standards of the population,
the violation of human and nationality rights, and the treatment of regime oppo-
nents in the country. In the CSCE and at the United Nations, Romania’s human
rights and minority record came increasingly under fire from both East and West.
The loss of Western support for Ceausescu’s policies dealt another heavy blow
to his image at home.

The emergence of domestic opposition

Ceausescu’s nationalist anti-Soviet rhetoric was the main reason why a dis-
sident movement was late in developing in Romania, and also why so many
dissident figures were connected to the pro-Soviet communist elites who had
been removed from the center of power in the 1960s. Following Romania’s 1968
criticism of the Warsaw Pact intervention in Czechoslovakia, the Soviet Union
set in motion all the levers at its disposal to destabilize the restive Romanian
leadership internally. In 1969, Moscow initiated the “Operation Dniester,” whose
goal was to win over Romanian officers to engage in an attempt to topple
Ceausescu, and “in case this coup was not successful by itself, to find a pretext
for the Soviets to get involved.”!* Not surprisingly, the first signs of organized
opposition against the Ceausescu regime appeared in the armed forces. Although
Romania had discontinued sending its leading party, military and security offi-
cials for training to the Soviet Union in the early 1960s—a common practice
that the rest of the Warsaw Pact member states observed until 1990—there were

13 Jon Mihai Pacepa, a high ranking defector from the Romanian Department of External Informa-
tion, in a television interview on Hungarian Duna Television. Jurnalul National, 3 March 2004.
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still a large number of senior officers in Romania who had studied in the Sovi-
et Union. In order to counteract the perceived threat to the country’s foreign
policy as well as to his own power, Ceausescu undertook a thorough restructur-
ing of Romania’s defense system. After a first military coup attempt led by
General loan Serb had failed in 1971, a new defense law was adopted in 1972.
In 1974, the new Romanian Constitution transferred the supreme command over
the national armed forces to the newly created position of state president, i.e. to
Ceausescu. A new Romanian military doctrine based on the concept of the peo-
ple’s war marked another step in Romania distancing itself further from the
Warsaw Pact. In the course of 