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INTRODUCTION
The European Puzzle
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FIGURE 1. Las Ramblas, Barcelona, Spain. Jan Kranendonk, Shutterstock.


On September 26, 2017, the French president Emmanuel Macron laid out a compelling vision for the European future. Speaking to students at the Sorbonne, he reaffirmed the promise of Europe as an idea of “peace, prosperity and freedom,” claiming “it is our responsibility to bring it to life.” Proposing a long list of reforms to strengthen “European sovereignty,” he called for cooperation in security and defense; a common approach to migration; greater coordination in foreign policy; a joint effort to manage the ecological transition; more support for digital innovation; and finally, increased economic competitiveness. To implement such an ambitious agenda, he insisted on “a stronger budget within Europe,” public debate in “democratic conventions” and a new Franco-German partnership as an engine of European progress.1 While many Europhiles were inspired by Macron’s lofty rhetoric, more pragmatic leaders like the German chancellor Angela Merkel worried about how to achieve these bold goals in actual practice.

In contrast to such enthusiasm, Euroskeptics consider the very concept of Europe “a dirty word.” Western European populists like Marine Le Pen of France blame Brussels for all the problems of globalization and immigration. Similarly, the Eastern European authoritarians like the Hungarian president Viktor Orbán or the Polish Law and Justice Party miss no opportunity to disparage the EU, although they are dependent on its subsidies. The British prime minister Boris Johnson and his Brexiteer supporters loathed the supranational aspirations of the Continent so much that they actually left the EU on January 1, 2021.2 In the United States, many Republicans “do not want to become more like Europe” and fuel a visceral fear of socialism so as to defend American exceptionalism. Ex-president Donald Trump’s call to “make America great again” was also predicated on seeing the European Union as the enemy who had cheated the United States in trade and freeloaded to secure its defense.3 In the rightist discourse, Europe has become a symbol for everything it detests.

Journalistic appraisals and scholarly analyses have similarly swung from enthusiastic support for the European project to severe criticism. The initially optimistic assessments of the European Union as a promising model for dealing with the challenges of globalization seem curiously antiquated due to the more recent problems that have threatened to break the EU apart.4 Supported by the conservative media like the Murdoch press, an entire gloom-and-doom literature has instead been predicting the impending collapse of Europe—even if that has refused to happen so far.5 Such alarmist analyses exaggerate the very real challenges of currency coherence, migration pressure, or British withdrawal in order to paint a discouraging picture of a “fractured continent” that is incapable of solving its existential problems. This largely negative portrayal has created a self-fulfilling prophecy, making the historian Timothy Garton Ash wonder: “Is Europe disintegrating?”6

The privilege of living in both Europe and the United States has provoked me to question such clichéd accounts of Continental decline with more accurate information and interpretation. Born during World War II, I grew up in postwar Germany, reared by my mother since my father had died in Russia. In order to understand the world better, I went to the United States as a foreign student, earning a BA in American studies at the University of Wyoming and a PhD in comparative history at the University of Wisconsin. Writing and teaching on both sides of the Atlantic, I have tried to explain the travails of the German past to Americans while explicating the convolutions of US politics to Europeans.7 This double perspective has given me the inside knowledge of and distance to European affairs that informed my synthesis Out of Ashes: A New History of Europe in the Twentieth Century.8 By following that work with a reflection on the European experience since 1990, I want to discuss which of its aspects constitute a “European way of life” as shown by the Las Ramblas boulevard in Barcelona. By addressing current problems, such a reflection aims to stimulate a transatlantic dialogue about progressive solutions.



The European Model

This European model is a form of democratic modernity, produced by painful learning from the bloody catastrophes of the first half of the twentieth century. During the stalemate of World War I, three different visions emerged that battled for supremacy on the Continent: In Russia, Vladimir Lenin propagated a radical form of socialism in the revolution by promising an egalitarian life in the Soviet Union. From the United States, President Woodrow Wilson promoted peace and prosperity through a benign form of liberal democracy. And in Central Europe, nationalist resentments inspired Benito Mussolini and Adolf Hitler to develop a Fascism and National Socialism that claimed to create a people’s community. In the bitter contest between these ideological blueprints, democracy finally emerged victorious since the United States twice rescued the Continent from itself. But during the last decades of the twentieth century, the Europeans have begun to emancipate themselves from American tutelage, developing shared Western values in their own version of self-government that can serve as an example even for the United States.9

A first positive trait of the European model is the existence of a truly democratic election system that seeks to encourage more citizen involvement. In contrast to the vote suppression, rural overrepresentation, and flagrant gerrymandering of the American and to a degree British “winner takes all” process, proportional representation more accurately reflects the wishes of the electorate by counting all ballots equally, even those of the smaller parties. To prevent fragmentation, it sometimes includes a hurdle for parliamentary representation, which is set at 5 percent in Germany. Unlike the money-driven US campaigns, European parties are more often supported by public funds. Since this system reflects minority views, it leads to higher participation during elections. The broader range of voices in Parliament favors coalition governments, which tend toward compromise, resulting in centrist policies. Weighing each vote more fairly than the Electoral College, proportional voting, also used in the European Parliament, makes for better government in the long run.10

A second exemplary aspect is the generally peaceful international behavior of a Europe that has learned the lessons of two incredibly bloody wars. While individual countries still cling to national sovereignty, their cooperation in the EU is an attempt to avoid the repetition of earlier bloodshed. Though often disagreeing on foreign or security issues, Brussels speaks with a more united voice in matters of global trade, favoring a balance between free exchanges and protection of its own market. The European member states are heavily involved in international organizations such as the World Trade Organization (WTO), supporting the liberal world order that emerged after World War II. While participating in some military interventions sponsored by the United Nations (UN) or the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), they prefer to resolve problems by negotiation whenever possible. With the exception of the wars of Yugoslav succession, this civilian approach has pacified Europe and helped reduce tensions in other crisis regions, even if it had occasionally to be supplemented by force.11

A third worthwhile characteristic of the European model is the welfare state, which creates a sense of security and solidarity. Since neoliberals in the UK have prevented a Europeanization of social policy, it has largely remained a preserve of the EU member states. The provision of social benefits that had expanded greatly during the postwar boom ceased to grow further during the stagflation and deindustrialization following the oil shocks of the 1970s. Instead, the return to a market ideology fostered by a middle-class tax revolt led to a considerable retrenchment in government services. But far from collapsing, the welfare state has been reformed, moving from subsidizing wage replacements for client groups to enabling recipients to reenter the job market through additional training and childcare.12 Though strained by feminist demands for equality, migration pressures, and aging populations, support for government social policy has continued, absorbing almost half of the budget of most European states.

Taken together, these traits of the European model constitute a progressive alternative because they provide a better quality of life for most citizens than the vaunted “American dream.” In truth, the latter offers perhaps a higher income, bigger houses, grander SUVs—but these are purchased by job insecurity, social inequality, racist violence, and a rampant pandemic. People who have lived in Europe prize its social safety net, such as “access for all to child care, medical and parental leave from work, tuition free college, a living stipend, universal health care and generous pensions.” Other attractive features are longer vacations, public transit, support for culture, gun safety, and secure employment, just to cite a few examples. Such benefits unquestionably do require paying higher taxes. But they also provide greater services that make life more agreeable for the average citizen. Even if they would have to develop their own version, many Americans might enjoy these advantages as well. In a recent Social Progress Index, the United States has therefore dropped down to number twenty-eight in the world—a scandalous decline.13




The Present as History

This reflection draws on theoretical discussions of a “history of the present” that go beyond journalistic snapshots by putting current events into a longer time frame.14 Looking for bearings in a rapidly changing world is difficult since the outcome of developments is not yet known and the archival record remains inaccessible. Nonetheless, a systematic review of public debates about a series of major issues like migration can provide a more stable perspective that differentiates short-range panics from longer structural trends. The source base for such an analysis consists of speeches and interviews by political actors as well as commentary in the leading media, ranging from the Economist to Die Zeit. Moreover, statistical data from Eurostat and survey results from various pollsters provide a way to distinguish rhetorical claims from actual facts. Finally, personal statements of ordinary people offer a window on the impact of policy decisions on their changing everyday lives.

In order to address the transatlantic crisis of liberal democracy, this book explores a series of thematic and national case studies, proceeding in four chronological steps.15 Part I begins in Sopron, Hungary, with the lifting of the Iron Curtain in 1989, which triggered the mass exodus from East Germany that toppled the Berlin Wall and provided the Continent with a chance to become “whole and free” again.16 Chapter 2 then moves to a shopping center in the Polish city of Poznań to discuss the difficulties and successes of the neoliberal transformation of Eastern European economies and societies.17 Chapter 3 goes on to the Luxembourg border town of Schengen to reflect on the progress of European integration due to the opening of borders, the introduction of a shared currency, and the expansion of the European Union to the east.18 In the euphoria of the Communist overthrow, European integration seemed to offer an attractive blueprint for peace and prosperity to be emulated elsewhere.19

Part II aims to explain the reasons for the unexpected avalanche of problems during the past decade, which often appeared to prove the Euroskeptics right. As the epicenter of the sovereign debt crisis, the Greek capital of Athens serves as a starting point for a discussion of the advantages and liabilities of the euro as a single currency.20 Chapter 5 then visits Italian beaches like those on the island of Lampedusa to discuss the desperate mass migration from Africa and Syria that is stoking populist fears all over Europe of terrorism by angry Muslim youths.21 Chapter 6 moves to London to explore the shocking outcome of the Brexit referendum that has catapulted the UK out of the EU in spite of its shared business interests and historical ties to the Continent.22 Due to these unforeseen crises, an entire pessimistic literature now flatly asserts that “the end of Europe” has come.23

Part III contradicts these predictions of failure by presenting examples of the continued viability of the European model. Starting with Volkswagen’s car production plant in Wolfsburg, chapter 7 analyzes the adjustment of the German economy to global competition by specializing in medium-high technology such as luxury automobiles.24 Chapter 8 then moves to the village of Högfors to explore the Swedish attempts to restructure the welfare state into an “enabling” mode that makes workers fit for a high-tech economy.25 Chapter 9 describes a wind power park close to the island of Anholt to demonstrate the Danish effort to become independent of fossil fuels in response to global warming.26 These examples show that Europe functions quite well in daily life, even if the project of transforming the EU into “an ever closer union” still needs, according to the French president Emmanuel Macron, a new European initiative so as to revitalize its trajectory.27

Part IV addresses the shared transatlantic challenges of liberal democracy, affecting both Europe and the United States. It begins with a look at the Russian annexation of Crimea and invasion of Eastern Ukraine in order to discuss problems of European military defense in a post–Cold War era.28 Chapter 11 then goes on to Paris to explore the French “yellow vest” movement as an example of grassroots populism, which is challenging cosmopolitan elites by rejecting further integration of the EU and by demanding protection against the effects of globalization.29 The final chapter moves to the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, to reconsider how the global role of Europe during the last several decades made it drift away from the United States in its interests as well as its values.30 It concludes by arguing that, in order to resolve issues like defense and democratic governance, Europeans and Americans still have much to learn from each other.

Such a multifaceted approach is necessary in order to address the complexity of “unity in diversity” that characterizes contemporary life on the Continent.31 As a geographical expression “Europe” is merely a protrusion of the Asian landmass with a paradoxical blend of nation-states and supranational institutions. Neither Russia nor the United States quite belong to it, though they have a major impact on it. The UK is itself not sure whether it is a part, being both inside and outside at the same time. The European Union has largely managed to unite the Continent, with the exception of Norway, Switzerland, and some of the Balkan states. But Europe itself is also divided into major regions like Scandinavia, the West-Central core, the Mediterranean area, and the post-Communist realm. Since the journalistic and political usage varies between the EU as institution and the entire Continent, this reflection explores their dialectic of diversity and unity. Focusing on some of the best practices, it treats Europe as a projection screen for a whole range of aspirations and behaviors that constitute the references to it.




European Lessons

It is the thesis of this book that the European experience during the past three decades provides an instructive guide to the possibilities and problems of progressive politics in the twenty-first century.32 The failure of Soviet-style Marxism has left an ideological void that populists have rushed to fill with their dangerous nationalist and racist hatred, which appeals to many people who feel threatened by the changes of globalization. Where it works, the European model of liberal democracy, peaceful multilateralism, and social welfare provides a constructive alternative that offers freedom, peace, and solidarity. Achieving these values is far from inevitable as the crises of mass migration, sovereign debt, and nationalist egotism have shown. But positive experiences in competitiveness, welfare reform, or environmental protection also suggest that many Europeans have already begun to realize the gains of their cooperation.33 These successful examples offer hope for a renewal of progressive politics in general.

On the one hand, Europeans themselves must redouble their efforts to live up to the standards of their own model to counter the pressures of globalized competition. The negative stereotypes of the “Brussels bureaucracy,” purveyed even by leftist media, have undercut much of the prior progress of integration. Moreover, a populist group of illiberal democrats like the Hungarian Viktor Orbán is eroding human rights and opposing common solutions to vital questions like migration. Though recognizing the economic clout of the EU, foreign leaders often ridicule its diplomatic and military weakness. Concerned intellectuals like the political scientist Ulrike Guerot, the writer Robert Menasse, and the theater impresario Milo Rau have therefore issued a manifesto for a “European Republic” to be founded by citizens from below: “It is time to turn the promise inherent in Europe into a reality” by transcending the nation-state so that “a common market and a common currency can be created within a common European democracy.”34

On the other hand, those Americans who are searching for a reasonable alternative to Trumpist populism also ought to take a fresh look at “Europe’s promise.”35 While both sides share fundamental values—such as human rights, democracy, and capitalism—their implementation is increasingly diverging.36 In contrast to the United States’ frequent resort to military force, most Europeans believe in peaceful diplomacy and multilateralism. Unlike the neoliberal American faith in unbridled competition, Europe prefers to curb financial speculation so as to avoid periodic crashes. While the gap between rich and poor is widening in market-oriented America, this discrepancy is limited by the social solidarity of a generous welfare state on the Continent. While Washington has rejoined the Paris climate agreement, Brussels insists on environmental protection and shifts to renewable energies. Why do Europeans live more secure and satisfying lives according to a whole spate of criteria, ranging from health care to gun control?37

Both Continental skeptics and American critics need to remember the catastrophes of the twentieth century in order to make sure that such disasters will not recur in the future.38 The populist temptation of resorting to simple solutions, repressing dissent, and attacking foreign enemies has had terrible results in the fascist and Communist dictatorships. Their ideological efforts at social engineering have proven deadly to millions of race or class victims who were excluded from the community or unwilling to go along. Moreover, the launching of nationalist wars of annihilation has claimed an immense number of lives, devastating even the victorious countries. American victories in the world wars have tended to stifle self-criticism through military success, while Europeans have been forced to learn the bitter lessons of such dangers at tremendous human costs. Fortunately, the inauguration of Joseph Biden as American president in 2021 offers an opportunity to engage in a renewed transatlantic dialogue about progressive solutions.39









PART I
Promising Future



With the lifting of the Iron Curtain, the European future looked quite bright in 1989/90. Facilitated by détente, the overthrow of Communism in Eastern Europe ended the Cold War, and made the Red Army withdraw, leading to the implosion of the Soviet Union. This peaceful revolution from below opened the door to a post-Communist transformation among the former satellite states, the erstwhile Soviet Empire and even in the Russian motherland, initiating an exciting transition to democracy and capitalism. Concurrently with this unforeseen upheaval, the process of Western European integration picked up speed and eventually included most of Eastern Europe in NATO and the EU. After half a century of near warfare, the reunification of Germany and the entire Continent finally offered all Europeans a chance to live in peace, freedom, and prosperity. How did this opportunity come about, what obstacles did it have to overcome and what consequences did it involve?








1
Peaceful Revolution



[image: A group of people, including children and adults, move together through a rural area for a European picnic. They are carrying their belongings and holding hands.]
FIGURE 2. Pan European picnic, Sopron, Hungary. dpa.


It all started with a harmless picnic. In order to reduce Cold War tensions, Hungarian opposition groups invited their Austrian neighbors to hold a joint cookout near Sopron, opening the border for three hours on August 19, 1989. When tens of thousands of East German citizens vacationing at Lake Balaton got word, they decided to use the occasion to leave the drab SED-dictatorship of the German Democratic Republic (GDR). Even before the official press conference on the road to St. Margarethen was finished, hundreds of pedestrians began to stream to the wooden boundary gate. Arpad Bella, colonel of the border troops, was puzzled: “If I don’t stop the East Germans, I violate my orders. But the use of weapons [is] impossible without bloodshed.” So in responding to the pressure of the crowd, he did exactly the right thing—nothing. The fleeing East Germans were in no mood to show any identification: “They pushed the gate open, rushed past us like lightning and caused great confusion.”1

This pan-European picnic was a grassroots initiative, organized by a growing civil opposition in Hungary and encouraged by local Austrian officials. During a lecture by Otto von Habsburg in Debrecen, Ferenc Meszaros, a member of the Hungarian Democratic Forum, thought “that they ought to continue their conversation at the Hungarian border to Austria,” allowing citizens of both countries to grill meat, drink beer, and talk about practical ways to soften the seemingly impenetrable Iron Curtain. The organizers even persuaded the Hungarian minister of state Imre Pozsgay and the Habsburg prince to assume patronage over the event, giving it official legitimacy. The East German vacationers found out about it through a German language leaflet that called on them to “tear down and take along” pieces of the border fence. In his speech during the picnic, the opposition intellectual György Konrad hoped that easing tensions would provide an opportunity “for real changes” without anyone being locked up.2

Though rather surprising, the breakthrough of the border was also the result of the increasing reform orientation of the Hungarian government. In the fall of 1988, the flexible Miklós Németh had taken over the reins of the Communist Party, allowing the reburial of Imre Nagy, the hero of the 1956 anti-Soviet uprising, which attracted tens of thousands of attendees. On May 2, 1989, his cabinet quietly authorized the dismantling of the outdated electronic border fence since its replacement with Western material proved too expensive. In a symbolic gesture, the Hungarian foreign minister Gyula Horn and his Austrian colleague Alois Mock then cut a piece of the barbed wire on June 27. But, by “voting with their feet,” the escapees confronted Budapest with a dilemma: Should it reimpose control and alienate the West or let them out and offend the East? After much debate, the Hungarian government chose human rights over socialist solidarity and opened its border on September 11, 1989, allowing fifty thousand East Germans to escape.3

When the GDR prohibited travel to Hungary, other desperate refugees crowded into the West German embassy in Prague. Though the grounds of the Palais Lobkowicz were spacious, the unending arrival of East Germans created a humanitarian emergency since providing housing in tents, mass feeding, and sanitary facilities for several thousand escapees was beyond its capacity. East German efforts to persuade its fleeing citizens to return home by assuring them freedom from punishment failed to have any effect. Hence, the West German foreign minister Hans-Dietrich Genscher tried to persuade the GDR government to make a humanitarian gesture. Not wanting to let the celebrations for the fortieth anniversary of the GDR’s founding be spoiled by the crisis, the chief of the Socialist Union Party of Germany (SED) Erich Honecker finally agreed to let the embassy occupants be taken by train to West Germany. On September 30, an elated Genscher announced this solution on the balcony of the embassy: “We have come to say to you …” The rest was drowned out by jubilation.4

This refugee drama signaled a loss of Communist control that ultimately led to the disintegration of the entire Soviet system. In many ways, the protests were a test of Mikhail Gorbachev’s repudiation of the Brezhnev Doctrine, clothed in the appealing rhetoric of “a common European house.” The rise of unauthorized mass movements in Poland, Hungary, and East Germany started a race between rising citizens’ demands and reluctant party concessions that socialist reformers could not hope to win. The breaching of the Iron Curtain showed that, in the face of unrest, solidarity among members of the Warsaw Pact was crumbling since each country sought to make a separate arrangement with the West. A dramatic cascade of events, spilling over from one country to the next, first overthrew the satellite regimes in East Central Europe and then engulfed the Soviet Union itself.5 The unprecedented downfall of the entire socialist system triggered a celebration of “people’s power” that seemed to bode well for a return to democracy.



Communist Collapse

The East German mass exodus to the West suggested that the imposing edifice of Communist dictatorship in Eastern Europe had developed serious cracks. The normalization of rule after the failed uprisings of East Berlin in 1953, Budapest in 1956, and Prague in 1968 had rested on a tacit bargain between the populace and the party: The former would reluctantly tolerate the system as long as the latter provided an improved standard of living.6 Due to the stagnation of the planned economy, the governments could not meet the expectations of their citizenry, especially when compared to the conspicuous consumption of capitalist states. Impressed by the cultural experimentation of the West, restive intellectuals also wanted more room for debate, inspiring some of them to become dissidents. “Real existing socialism” was therefore failing both the working class and the intelligentsia whose alliance was supposed to underpin the Communist experiment. Instead of waiting for an undefined future, discontented groups wanted to see changes now.

Even some members of the ruling communist parties were beginning to doubt whether their experiment in social engineering would succeed in the long run. Repeated Soviet military interventions in satellite states robbed the ideology of most of its ethical appeal since a progressive creed should not need tanks to convince its beneficiaries. Through Western travel, some of the leading cadres could also see with their own eyes that the Soviet Bloc was losing the economic competition, while the liveliness of public debate made socialist indoctrination seem paltry in comparison. The new Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev correctly understood that a restructuring of the economy demanded political openness, that perestroika needed glasnost’.7 But the failure to contain previous reform efforts suggested that the challenge was how to let off some steam without having the entire pot blow away. Access to Western credits and technology required abandoning the Brezhnev Doctrine and allowing satellites to find their own way.

The downfall of Communism began in Poland, which had always been the “happiest barracks” in the Soviet Bloc. Due to centuries of partition, ordinary Poles hated the Russians almost as much as the Germans. The hold of Catholicism over much of the populace also provided a barrier against indoctrination since the Polish pope John Paul II offered moral support from the outside. Recurrent workers’ strikes culminated in the founding of an underground labor union that flatly rejected the Polish Workers Party’s claim to speak for the proletariat. Inspired by Lech Wałęsa, the charismatic leader of the Gdańsk shipyards, millions of workers joined, calling for both higher wages and more political freedom. The imposition of martial law in late 1981 merely drove the movement underground, only to reemerge when the repression lifted in 1983. During Round Table negotiations in 1989, Solidarity gained semi-free elections, which it swept on June 4, and installed a non-Communist cabinet under Tadeusz Mazowiecki in September.8

The next domino to fall was Hungary, which had never completely bought into the Soviet vision, allowing independent farms and small businesses. As a German ally and Nazi collaborator until late 1944, Hungary had lost much of its territory, with one-quarter of its ethnic population residing in neighboring states. The Catholic Church also provided some opposition since Cardinal József Mindszenty was a staunch opponent of Communism. Moreover, the defeat of the 1956 uprising left deep psychological scars that even the consumer-driven “goulash Communism” of János Kádár could not completely efface. During the 1980s, an ecological dissident camp formed to oppose the building of a dam across the Danube River. But in Budapest it was the Communist Party itself that initiated a reform from above, permitting other parties to form and restoring parliamentary government in 1988/89.9 Since Hungary shared a border with its former twin Austria, it was not surprising that this was the place where the Iron Curtain tore apart.

Even more decisive was the destabilization of the GDR since it was the cornerstone of the Soviet Empire in Eastern Europe. Having cost Russia twenty-seven million dead, East Germany was a victory prize of World War II and a bastion of the Red Army, which stationed around 450,000 soldiers there, the bulk of its forces in Central Europe. In the competition with the West, the GDR was a showcase of the anti-fascist East, claiming to be “a better Germany.”10 But the very existence of a prosperous and free West Berlin, linked to the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG), continued to present an alternative to the Soviet order, inducing around three million people to flee between 1949 and 1960. In August 1961, the SED leader Walter Ulbricht finally persuaded Moscow to stop the hemorrhaging of the population by building a concrete barrier, the infamous Berlin Wall, which cut off all escape routes to the West. In the short run, the Berlin Wall stabilized the GDR by suggesting that it was there to stay, but in the long run it produced continual escape attempts and tarnished the reputation of the Communist experiment.11

During September 1989, popular demands for free travel inspired increasing protests in the streets, calling for a real democratization of the GDR. Instead of demanding “We want to get out,” other demonstrators who intended to reform their country intoned “We want to stay here.” Sheltered by the Protestant Church, a peace movement had been slow to form since the Stasi, the infamous East German secret police, would simply ship dissidents like the singer Wolf Biermann to the West. Angered by the fraud of local elections, critics rallied at Monday night prayer vigils at the St. Nikolai Church in Leipzig. Daring to voice their opposition in public, protesters shouted “We are the people,” thereby refuting the claim of the SED to represent the populace. On October 9, some seventy thousand demonstrators gathered in Leipzig, confronting the party with a dire choice: it could either suppress dissent with a bloodbath like the massacre on Tiananmen Square in China or allow freedom of speech.12 Fortunately, nonviolence prevailed—but the recovery of human rights only increased the intensity of public protests.

A key opposition demand was the right of free travel to the West since it would allow families, torn apart by German division, to be reunited. With its conciliatory Ostpolitik, the FRG had long supported cross-border ties, but the GDR, afraid of losing its own people, only granted travel privileges to retirees and cadres who would return from such visits. Under pressure from the street, the SED tried to lift some restrictions in order to show its willingness to reform. But when the party spokesman Günter Schabowski was asked during a press conference on November 9 when such liberalization would start, he fumbled for a slip of paper and mumbled “immediately, right away.” Western TV channels broadcast this sensational news, inspiring GDR citizens to mass at the border crossing points. Confronted with thousands of would-be travelers, Harald Jäger, the commander of the border guards at Bornholmer Brücke, decided not to resist and opened the gates.13 The fall of the Berlin Wall not only removed a physical barrier but also sent a symbolic message that the Communist system was losing control.

The East German example inspired dissidents in other satellite states to demand the resignation of their governments since Gorbachev was apparently unwilling to intervene. Next in line was Czechoslovakia, which had never quite forgiven the suppression of the Prague Spring in 1968. Gathered in a group called Charta 77, dissident intellectuals pursued a form of “anti-politics,” not directly threatening the hard-line regime of Gustáv Husák but trying to create a civil space in which they could “live in truth” within a repressive system. When the riot police repressed a student demonstration on November 17, its massive brutality had precisely the opposite effect: in the following days, up to half a million protesters gathered in Wenceslas Square in Prague and a general strike broke out, demanding the resignation of the government and the recovery of human rights. Within six weeks the mass protests forced the fall of the Communist system and a return to democracy. Ironically, by the end of the year the dissident playwright Václav Havel was elected the country’s federal president.14

A little later, the tremors of the anti-Communist earthquake reached Bulgaria and overthrew its hard-line regime as well. After the fall of the Berlin Wall, the ruling party tried to head off protests by ousting the aged dictator Todor Zhivkov, but the change of personnel had as little effect as the change from Erich Honecker to Egon Krenz in East Berlin. Led by a pro-democracy movement, ecological protests in Sofia expanded into general calls for political reform. Responding to public pressure, the Communist Party relinquished its monopoly on power in February 1990. The first free elections in June were then won by the Bulgarian Socialist Party, composed of the more moderate segment of the Communists.15 This peaceful repudiation of the Soviet model did bring Bulgaria into the Western orbit, but changing authoritarian habits and established power structures turned out to be quite difficult.

Only in Romania did the overthrow of Communism create bloodshed, though it is still not entirely clear what actually happened. In contrast to his deposed colleagues, the vicious dictator Nicolae Ceauşescu was not willing to resign. Riots broke out when the Securitate arrested a Hungarian Calvinist minister named László Tőkés on December 16. Seeking to reaffirm his hold on power, Ceauşescu held a mass rally in Bucharest but was shocked when the dissatisfied crowd openly booed him. As the protests spread across the entire country, the security forces tried to restore order by shooting demonstrators. Yet, on December 22, the Romanian military suddenly changed sides. When army tanks rumbled toward the Central Committee building, the dictator realized that his time was up and fled by helicopter into the mountains. However, on Christmas Day his opponents captured him, tried him on the spot, and executed him.16 A National Salvation Front Council took over and scheduled elections, turning Romania into a titular democracy.

In retrospect, the rapidity and extent of the demise of Communism in East Central Europe from 1988 to 1990 remain astounding. The spread of protests recalls the Springtime of the Peoples in 1848, suggesting a process of contagion due to the structural similarity of problems and the role of the media in showing successful examples. But on closer inspection, each country pursued a somewhat different path in the system change.17 In some places, like Hungary, the process resembled a collapse of self-assurance, in which leading Communists understood that reform was urgently needed. In other countries, like Poland, it was more a result of pressure from below because it was Solidarity’s grassroots protest that compelled the regime change. Once again, Germany was a special case since the Eastern rejection of Communism led to reunification with the West. Most amazing was the nonviolent nature of the upheaval, which robbed the security forces of any pretext for using force.18 Actually, all these elements worked together to spread popular unrest and make Communist rule collapse through demonstrations from below.




Remapping Europe

The democratization of the Soviet satellites in East Central Europe was only a first step in a much larger process of realignment that fundamentally changed the structure of the Continent. On the one hand, the reunification of East and West Germany in an enlarged Federal Republic restored a German nation-state, shifting the center of Europe to the East. Even in its reduced and chastened form, this new country revived the Bismarckian dilemma: Could a united and strengthened Germany fit into the Continent or would it try to dominate its neighbors? On the other hand, the dissolution of the Soviet Union itself liberated not just its former satellites but also many nationalities contained in the former Tsarist Empire. The independence of a whole belt of countries from the Baltic to the Black Sea revived a Zwischeneuropa, which had little experience in separate statehood and could only flourish when both Russia and Germany were weak.19 The manifold implications of this remapping of Europe are still not completely understood.

German reunification was one of the surprising consequences of the peaceful revolution because it allowed the divided country to follow its desire for self-determination. Though the West Germans had lived well enough through their integration into Western Europe, their East German cousins chafed under Soviet control and sought prosperity as well as political freedom by joining the well-to-do and democratic Federal Republic. When he realized that Moscow might be willing to negotiate, Chancellor Helmut Kohl proposed a daring “Ten Point Plan” in November 1989 that outlined a progression from confederation to federation. Though angered by this surprising proposal, Margaret Thatcher, Mikhail Gorbachev, and François Mitterrand could find no way to shore up the tottering East German state and economy. The first free election of March 1990 rejected the Communists and disappointed the dissidents who had led the mass protests since three-quarters of the GDR citizens voted for parties favoring unification with the West.20

After this decisive mandate, the Two-Plus-Four negotiations between the World War II victors and the German states sought an acceptable form for the unprecedented merger. Against the clamor of the refugee organizations, the West German government was forced to accept the loss of its former Eastern territories by recognizing the Polish frontier as legitimate. Due to the mediation of the American president George H. W. Bush and Secretary of State James Baker, Gorbachev realized that a united Germany would be a more secure partner, if it remained integrated in the EU and NATO than if it followed a neutralist course. Chancellor Kohl and Foreign Minister Genscher’s offer of ample economic aid to the Soviet Union also helped persuade the hard-liners in Moscow to sign the Two-Plus-Four Treaty, which de jure recognized the boundary shifts of World War II.21 At the same time, a customs union and a unification treaty regulated the domestic form of reunification that took place on October 3, 1990.
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MAP 1. Post-Communist Europe, 1993. Cox Cartographic.


The evident weakening of Soviet power also inspired the small Baltic countries to reject Communism and campaign for independence. The former provinces of the Tsarist Empire of Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia had only been independent in the interwar period until they were annexed by the Soviet Union in 1940. But Russification remained unsuccessful since they disliked Communism, did not speak Russian, and were mostly Catholic. Their citizens thought of themselves as Europeans like their Scandinavian neighbors. Encouraged by glasnost, nationalist feelings dared to come out into the open, calling for cultural autonomy and reasserting their sovereignty. In the early spring of 1990, all three countries declared their independence, insisting on free elections. When negotiations for a peaceful separation failed, the Soviets sent troops to Lithuania and Latvia, killing dozens of civilians. But during the collapse of the Soviet Union, Moscow recognized their separation and gradually withdrew its soldiers, setting the Baltic countries free.22

More problematic was the independence of Ukraine due to its language similarity to Russian and its centuries-long intertwining with Muscovite statehood. During the October revolution, various groups had striven for sovereignty but lost to the Bolsheviks, only to experience mass starvation in the Holodomor during the 1930s. In World War II, the Ukrainian lands became a battleground with the populace divided between Nazi auxiliaries, Communist ideologues, and nationalist fighters. After the war, Kiev enjoyed a quasi-independence to bolster the Soviet presence in the UN. In spite of these long-lasting ties, hundreds of thousands of Ukrainians demanded sovereignty in January 1990. In August 1991, the Communist government proclaimed that it would no longer follow the laws of the USSR, asserting its independence, which was approved by over 90 percent of the citizens in a referendum later that year. On December 8, Ukraine joined Russia and Belarus in formally dissolving the Soviet Union and setting out on an independent path.23

Despite having an even weaker national tradition, Belarus also managed to gain its independence during the general upheaval in the early 1990s. Closer in language and culture to Russia than even Ukraine, the Byelorussian Soviet Socialist Republic was a central constituent of the Soviet Union and the third quasi-independent country created to augment Soviet influence internationally, even if its borders and population had shifted several times during the twentieth century. During the Second World War, the Belarussians suffered greatly from Nazi ethnic cleansing and afterward were subjected to a rigorous policy of Sovietization by Stalin. Although the nationalist movement was weaker than elsewhere, the country also declared itself sovereign in July 1990. Since the Communist Party managed the campaign for independence, Belarus was the third signatory of the Belavezha Accord that dissolved the USSR and granted it formal sovereignty.24 But the popular protests against the Lukashenko dictatorship show that the post-Communist transition remains incomplete.

More momentous yet was the collapse of the Soviet Union as a result of Gorbachev’s effort to save Communism by reforming it. The appointment of the charismatic younger leader in 1985 was supposed to end the stagnation brought about by his older predecessors by revitalizing the economy. After the failure of his anti-alcohol campaign, the new secretary general set out to democratize the Communist Party through internal elections in 1987, creating a new Congress of Peoples’ Deputies that would be chosen from among multiple candidates. But the introduction of market incentives failed to jump-start the economy and the opening of debate allowed separatism to emerge in the Baltics and the Caucasus region. Since the resistance of orthodox Communists in the apparatus hampered his “new thinking,” Gorbachev was stranded between dismantling the Soviet corset and hopes for new freedoms. In the West, he was acclaimed as a “hero of retreat,” but in Moscow he was identified with defeat and forced to resign late in 1991.25

Ironically, it was the Russian Republic under Boris Yeltsin that ultimately buried the Soviet Union, considering it incapable of reform. The rival leader, a hard-drinking bear of a man, was the mayor of Moscow and had resigned from the Politburo due to the slow pace of change, which made him popular as a resolute reformer. As a result, he was elected leader of the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic, and declared its sovereignty just like the other member republics. Frustrated with traditionalist foot-dragging, he left the Communist Party in 1990 and began pushing for full independence. But in August 1991 a group of hard-liners, supported by elements of the military, staged a coup, claiming to save the Soviet Union. Immediately, Yeltsin rushed to the Kremlin and on top of a tank appealed to the populace to defend the reforms. When the putsch collapsed, the Soviet Union dissolved itself in the Alma Ata Protocol in December 1991. Only its core survived into a post-Communist era as the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS).26

In retrospect, a whole host of international and internal factors was responsible for the collapse of Communism in Eastern Europe. One problem was “imperial overstretch,” which extended Soviet control beyond the available resource since Moscow had to support its client regimes rather than exploiting them as it had done in the beginning. To some degree, it was also the nuclear arms race since the enormous military expenditures detracted from the development of a civilian sector of consumer goods capable of competing with Western products. Another handicap was the inherent limitation of the planned economy that functioned well enough in big projects but distorted the allocation of resources through its politically determined price structure that ignored production costs and privileged quantity over quality. At the same time, socialist internationalism had suppressed the powerful emotion of nationalism by reducing it to folkloristic irrelevance. Finally, political repression prevented open debate to correct mistakes and stifled cultural innovation.27

The attraction of the Western way of life also contributed to a growing disenchantment with Communist promises of an egalitarian society. Early in the Cold War, West German leaders had formulated a “magnet theory” that emphasized the attractiveness of liberal democracy and a social market economy in contrast to the dictatorship of the proletariat. The conciliatory character of Social Democratic Ostpolitik also undercut Communist accusations of German revisionism since partners in material trade and cultural exchange could no longer be irreconcilable foes. The blandishments of Western consumer society with its glitzy advertising, innovative products, and fancy automobiles also exerted a considerable pull on Eastern consumers faced with drab offerings. Finally, intellectuals admired the openness of debate, which allowed daring experimentation. Though Communist propaganda harped on capitalist shortcomings such as labor exploitation, many Eastern Europeans were willing to risk their social supports for a Western lifestyle.28

The downfall of Communism initiated an enormously important reconfiguration of Europe whose implications are still being worked out. The upheaval of 1989 to 1991 ended seven decades of ideological competition between the liberal capitalist and dictatorial Communist blueprints for modernity, thereby concluding the Cold War. International approval for the reemergence of a reduced German state finally produced a peace treaty for World War II and restored the FRG to a key position as a bridge between East and West. The reemergence of a belt of independent countries in East Central Europe dissolved the Soviet Empire, enabled them to follow their national destinies, and opened the door for some to return to Western Europe. Finally, the disintegration of the Soviet Union freed Russia from its ideological constraints and imperial ballast, giving it a chance to obtain prosperity and enjoy freedom.29 For the concerned region, the extent of the caesura rivals 1945—only without having required yet another world war.




Post-Communist Hopes

In Eastern Europe the overthrow of Communism created a widespread euphoria since the victory of the people over the party suggested all sorts of new possibilities. During the improbable fall of the Berlin Wall, the amazed crowds kept saying Wahnsinn!!!—literally meaning this must be “madness.” Symbolized by the solidity of the barrier dividing Berlin, the Soviet system had seemed so massive as “to continue to exist for another 50 or 100 years, as long as the reasons for it are not removed.” Or as the dictator Erich Honecker had rhymed: “Neither ox nor ass will stop socialism’s pass.”30 It was all the more incredible that a system with a disciplined party, a well-trained military, and a vaunted secret police could be overthrown by its own citizens. No doubt, Western propaganda and subversion also played some role, but their effect was rather minor compared to the challenge from below. Even in Frank Räthel’s later recollection, such a “nonviolent change of systems” seemed to many participants like a veritable “miracle.”31

To the many victims of Communist dictatorship, the peaceful revolution offered a chance to resume their normal lives and seek justice. The opening of the gates of infamous prisons like the “Red Ox” in Bautzen meant quite literally freedom from further years of ideological reeducation or arbitrary incarceration. Dissident intellectuals like Adam Michnik in Poland, Jiří Dienstbier in Czechoslovakia, or Jens Reich in East Germany were overjoyed by the prospect of no longer being hounded by the secret service or betrayed by their friends. Critical journalists could now report on the crimes committed in the name of socialism and expose the scandalous lifestyle of the elite cadres who claimed to be serving an egalitarian ideal. Moreover, they could also demand some form of public rehabilitation for false accusations or material restitution for their suffering. Ironically, the human rights commitment of dissidents like Václav Havel now gave them credibility for leadership positions in the post-Communist era.32

The population at large was more excited by the new possibilities for consumption and travel that had long been denied them. Free access to foreign money opened up a fantasy world that had only existed in hard-currency stores like Intershop for those fortunate enough to possess that magic means of payment. Almost immediately, Western goods flooded Eastern stores, displacing locally made products and imperiling manufacturing jobs in the rush to satisfy long-suppressed consumer desires. Similarly, a spontaneous travel boom developed toward destinations of desire like London, Paris, or Rome, that had only been known through Western magazines or television shows. At long last, apolitical citizens like the physician Klaus Hübschmann could live the glamorous Western life—if they could acquire the necessary money to afford it. But for many ordinary people, the overthrow of Communism created great uncertainty because it required them to reorient their entire daily life, from schools to jobs.33

Many displaced ideologues and apparatchiks of the former Communist system were, however, disappointed with losing their cause and privileges. Naturally, Marxist intellectuals like the GDR philosopher Alfred Kosing were shocked that their ideological promise turned out to be illusory and the Western class enemy had prevailed. Nomenklatura members who did not succeed in privatization were also angry about the loss of their power and hard-earned privileges, having to subsist on meager pensions in a capitalist world. In veteran groups, they sought explanations for feeling cheated by history, either blaming socialist ideology as such or at least its faulty implementation, only disagreeing about whether the problem lay already with Lenin or later on with Stalin. Unwilling to abandon a creed to which they had dedicated their lives, Marxists clung to the hope that it would have another chance sometime in the future.34 Noting the globalization problems of the West with glee, they predicted that it would soon collapse as well.

As less directly affected bystanders, Western Europeans watched the overthrow of Communism with amazement and incredulity. Commentators like Theo Sommer were gratified that the fall of the Berlin Wall validated their own system but disagreed about who deserved credit for it. While the Right emphasized the firmness of its anti-Communism and the costs of the arms race, the Left instead stressed the role of détente in creating a nonthreatening climate that allowed mass protests to form. Emigrants like the Latvian Valters Nollendorfs returned to their former homes while some Western idealists tried to help with the difficulties of the transition. Attracted by the possibilities of the “Wild East,” a number of opportunists rushed eastward to make their fortune as well. Only gradually did it become clear that the post-Communist transformation would also be an expensive proposition for the West because it demanded large financial transfers.35 Despite their initially only indirect involvement, Western Europeans slowly reforged a relationship with their cousins in the East.

In Washington the overthrow of Communism sparked a wave of “Cold War triumphalism,” asserting that the United States had decisively won the ideological contest. Especially neoconservatives attributed the downfall of their primary antagonist to President Ronald Reagan’s general military buildup and the particular pursuit of “Star Wars” capability. But even most of the Left saw the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the retreat of Russia as a vindication of the American combination of capitalism and democracy. Summing up the consensus of the political class, President George W. Bush declared in 2002: “The great struggles of the twentieth century between liberty and totalitarianism ended with a decisive victory for the forces of freedom—and a single sustainable model for national success: freedom, democracy, and free enterprise.” The problem with this reading of the ending of the Cold War was that it encouraged a simplistic view of history that reinforced the hubris of US decision makers.36

Political commentators in the United States like Francis Fukuyama celebrated “the universalization of Western liberal democracy as the final form of human government.” The 1990 report of Freedom House was delighted with the spread of democracy: “The most significant advances in freedom occurred in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe.” International observers were impressed by the revival of civil society that reclaimed self-government through the foundation of opposition groups like Solidarność or the Neues Forum and mass demonstrations from below.37 They were pleased that the existence of the shell of democratic institutions facilitated the transition since the Round Table agreement on “free elections” could be used to pass power from Communist dictatorship to popular control. But Washington underestimated the difficulties of establishing new constitutional structures in order to guarantee self-government as well as the challenge of learning a democratic culture of public life during a difficult moment of transition.38

In Russia reactions were rather mixed, welcoming some of the changes as liberating but seeing others as threatening losses. No doubt, reformers like Boris Yeltsin were overjoyed at having the leaden weight of the bureaucracy lifted somewhat and the priority of military expenditures questioned at last. Moreover, clever businessmen quickly figured out how to use the privatization of state resources as a foundation for amassing huge fortunes, creating a new class of plutocratic oligarchs, often above the law. Dissidents were glad to have their criticism of the repressiveness of the Communist dictatorship validated by the opening of secret government files that seemed to prove many of their worst allegations. Moreover, civil society groups like Memorial could explore the full extent of Stalinist crimes at last. Finally, the Orthodox Church was able to resume its place as the official Russian religion.39 It is often forgotten that a considerable number of citizens initially supported the liberalization of the country as long overdue.

But when the reforms produced chaotic effects, more and more Russians looked for a restoration of order under an authoritarian post-Communism of the kind offered by Vladimir Putin. Inspired by the Washington Consensus, the radical destruction of the planned economy and shift to market competition raised prices without increasing wages, hitting state employees and pensioners especially hard. Unused to coping with the uncertainty of the new freedom, many people blamed neoliberal reforms for their problems. Nationalists and the military deplored the loss of the empire as unnecessary and were convinced that the use of force like in China would have nipped the unrest in the bud. Quite a few Russians who had migrated into outlying provinces now found themselves as an ethnic minority in newly independent states like Estonia or Moldova, calling for protection from Moscow. Finally, the oblast Kaliningrad became an isolated Russian enclave in the Baltics. All these people saw the dissolution of the USSR as a personal disaster.40

Surprisingly enough, many Eastern European dissidents also fell into a kind of tristesse, refusing to use the very term “revolution” for their achievement. For years, system critics had worked in small opposition groups, often penetrated by the secret service which complicated their struggle with disinformation. When their demonstrations suddenly caught on with thousands of protesters, they found themselves in the spotlight, and their organizations like the Neues Forum gathered innumerable signatures. Moreover, in the Round Table negotiations with the government, they were able to advocate a Third Way, a democratized version of socialism that was neither capitalist nor Communist. But with the reemergence of electoral politics, they were caught between the more resolute economic reformers and the defenders of the socialist welfare state. The East German dissident Bärbel Bohley formulated her disappointment in the classic phrase: “We longed for justice, but got only the rule of law.” Many activists therefore faded away into obscurity.41

According to the psychologist Hans-Joachim Maaz, the overthrow of Communism unleashed a torrent of emotions, previously penned up, because their realization seemed unlikely. The mass demonstrations created a heady sense of popular empowerment when they not only toppled hated dictators but repudiated the entire “dictatorship of the proletariat” and forced the occupying Russians to withdraw their troops. For dissidents, freedom promised self-determination in their domestic affairs and a return of national independence on the international stage. For ordinary people, the revolution offered a gateway to a better life, defined as Western prosperity, enabling them to participate more fully in consumer society and popular culture. After decades of Cold War stagnation, the dramatic events of 1989/91 gave long-suppressed people a chance for making Europe “whole and free,” in President Bush’s felicitous phrase.42 But such high expectations were hard to sustain when faced with the problems of the post-Communist transition.




Nonviolent Revolution

Three decades later, the momentous character of the events during 1989 to 1991 is becoming even clearer than when they occurred. The downfall of Communism in Europe was simply the most important caesura after the end of the Second World War since it ended the Cold War and liberated Eastern Europe from Soviet control.43 On closer inspection, it was both a collapse from above and an overthrow from below because without the weakening of party resolve and the courage of dissidents, the popular contestation could not have succeeded. Especially astounding was the generally peaceful nature of the system’s change, which at other times would have required a major war. A rather improbable constellation brought Communism to its knees: An international climate of détente encouraged attempts at party reform that allowed dissidents to demand human rights and ordinary people to flee for a better life. Since both sides were willing to talk, the result was a “negotiated” or “pacted revolution” that allowed a return to democracy.44

In spite of the nonviolent transfer of power, the Eastern European upheaval was a real revolution that overturned politics, economics, society, and culture. The French and Soviet revolutions were rather bloodier, but they were merely the most radical variant of a system change. According to Jack Goldstone, the “color revolutions” in Eastern Europe “unfolded as a series of moderate confrontations between crowds engaged in peaceful demonstrations and powerful authoritarian states that lost confidence to defend themselves. The latter conceded power to the opposition or negotiated a change of regime.” In this definition, the Eastern European upheavals qualify as revolutions since they fundamentally changed the political system, replaced planning with a market economy, restratified society, and ended cultural censorship.45 Even if the transition was negotiated, these changes were revolutionary indeed.

A key to the success of the protest movement was its nonviolent character, which also encouraged the Communist Party to refrain from using force. Both sides wanted to avoid a repetition of the enormous carnage of the Second World War, while the nuclear stalemate made a great power conflict between the United States and the USSR impractical. The bloodshed of the Chinese repression of rebellious students at Tiananmen Square also had a deterrent effect since the Eastern European governments did not want to risk international opprobrium. Though increasingly numerous, the opposition did not possess any weapons to challenge the extensively armed security services and was therefore reduced to using moral arguments and political persuasion to make its case. The Round Table successfully mediated between the two sides since the government had power without legitimacy and the protesters had legitimacy but lacked power. Free elections were therefore an ideal way to resolve the stalemate and legitimately transfer power.46

The medium of television also played a crucial role in the new style of nonviolent revolution since it inspired followers by spreading emotional images of exodus and protest. The effort of the East German Aktuelle Kamera to belittle escapees as “organized human trafficking” discredited itself since it was contradicted by actual experience. In contrast, the West German Tagesschau and Heute-Nachrichten succeeded in capturing the human drama as well as the political implications of the mass exodus. Images of desperate flight, joy of escape, and warm welcome radiated strong emotional power even to viewers far away. Seeing young families, crying children, and even older people joining a stream of refugees helped delegitimize the East German “welfare dictatorship.” Pictures of peacefully protesting citizens also inhibited the GDR and Soviet Union from using force and compelled negotiations about grievances instead. It was clear that with such emotional images of flight and protest “a new and irreversible development” had begun that was to dissolve the Soviet Bloc.47

In spite of its inspiring character, the overthrow of Communism was but an indifferent guide to other mass mobilizations that aimed at regime change. In truth, subsequent efforts had some similar characteristics: many protesters were aroused through electronic media that circumvented government control, just as the West German TV channels and Radio Free Europe had done in Central Europe. Many demonstrators were also young people, thirsting for freedom and willing to risk their lives for a better future. But like in the case of Nelson Mandela’s release in South Africa, everything depended on the response of the authorities. If they were willing to use brutal force, they could usually drown the protests in a sea of blood, but if both sides found a way to peaceful transition, the revolution would succeed.48 The Arab Spring started with similar high hopes, especially in Egypt, only to succumb to violence. The failure of other civil contestations underlines the uniqueness of the peaceful revolution’s success.
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