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			The fall of the Berlin Wall

			Key information

			
					When: 9 November 1989

					Where: East Berlin (German Democratic Republic - GDR)

					Context:	The end of the Cold War (1945-1990)

	Eastern Bloc countries opening up to the West




					Key figures:	Günter Schabowski, former German journalist (born 1929)

	Egon Krenz, German politician (born 1937)




					Outcome:	The collapse of the GDR Communist regime (1989-1990)

	German Unification (1989-1990)

	The collapse of Communist regimes in other Eastern Bloc countries (1989-1990)

	The collapse of the USSR (1990-1991)

	Eastward expansion of the European Community




			

			The Berlin Wall was erected in August 1961 to cut off the Western part of the city from the surrounding Communist world. It was the unfortunate product of divisions in both Europe and Germany during the Cold War, which followed on from WWII (1939-1945). It also stemmed from the stringent Communist regime which caused much of the population to flee. In autumn 1989 however, with severe economic problems in the USSR and the regime becoming less strict, an emerging hunger for democratisation spread across Eastern Europe. Finally, an entire population was to reclaim its freedom of movement and break through the most important symbol of the East-West divide. 

			On the evening of 9 November 1989, German media made a premature announcement that leaving East German territory had become unconditionally legal, taking immediate effect. The reaction was instantaneous - in the hours following the announcement, East Berlin’s population hurried towards the city’s borders. The guards had not been warned, but they eventually let people through. In the space of one night, the Berlin Wall, a wall which had kept family and friends apart for 28 years, finally fell. 

			The fall of the Berlin Wall hugely accelerated a process which had already begun. The Soviet authorities’ non-response to the events in Berlin encouraged other Eastern Bloc populations to mobilise against Communist dictatorship, with protests being organised all over the Warsaw Pact countries. The power of this movement was so strong that in a few months’ time, all of Eastern Europe would be democratised. 

		


		
			Context

			The Allies: Europe’s saviour

			The year 1943 marked a significant turning point in WWII, when Allied forces began liberating Europe little by little. The Soviet Union’s Red Army achieved their first victory over Nazi Germany at the Battle of Stalingrad (winter 1942-1943), and Anglo-American and French troops organised landings in Sicily (July 1943), Italy (September 1943) and France (June and August 1944). 
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			The Yalta Conference attended by (from left to right) Winston Churchill, Franklin Roosevelt and Joseph Stalin.

			At the Yalta Conference in February 1945, the Allies discussed reclaiming Germany and how they would manage the post-war situation there. They issued a declaration outlining plans for countries which had been freed from Nazi control to be gradually democratised through temporary coalition governments whose task was to organise free elections. Germany would also to pay the price for its indiscretions, with the Allies ensuring that it could never again become a warring power through demilitarisation, denazification and territorial occupation in four distinct zones, each of which was the responsibility of one power - France, Britain, America and the USSR. Berlin, the capital of the Third Reich as presided over by Hitler (German statesman, 1889-1945), was also divided into four sectors under Allied administration. 

			
				
					Did you know?

					The mission to take back Nazi-occupied territories in Europe operated on two fronts - by the Soviets in the East and the Anglo-Saxon Allies in the West. On 25 April 1945, the two armies came together in Toraü on the banks of the Elbe, several hundred kilometres west of Berlin. This town would soon find itself at the heart of Soviet-occupied Germany. 

				

			

			At the Yalta Conference and the Potsdam Conference (July-August 1945) which took place after Germany’s surrender (8 May 1945), early signs of discord between the Western Allies and the Soviet Union were visible; the end of the war equally marked the end of the Grand Alliance. 

			Bisecting Berlin, Germany and Europe 

			The commitments agreed upon at the Yalta and Potsdam conferences with regards to liberated European territories were soon to be breached by the USSR, which instead began installing Communist dictatorships in the eight Central and Eastern European countries which it had liberated from Nazi control and over which it now had authority. The countries were: Hungary, Bulgaria, Romania, Poland, Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, Albania and the German Democratic Republic (or the GDR, which was formally recognised in 1949). They became Moscow’s satellite states. 

			Europe became quickly divided along ideological, political and economic lines. Churchill (British statesman, 1874-1965) coined the term “Iron Curtain” in 1946 during a speech in Fulton, Missouri to describe this palpable divide. These divisions were the key factors constituting the Cold War, which saw the world’s two super powers - the USA and the USSR - oppose one another for 45 years. 

			
				
					The Cold War

					After WWII had drawn to a close, the Soviet Union and America rapidly became rivals. The two powers championed ideologies and political and economic principles which were fundamentally opposed - capitalist democracy in the USA and Stalinist communism in the USSR. Both states fought to broaden their spheres of influence through offering financial aid to their supporters and forming military alliances. The Americans put in place the Marshall Plan (1947) and NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organisation - 1949), while the Soviets established the Warsaw Pact (1955) and Comecon (Council for Mutual Economic Assistance, 1949). While there was no physical combat between the two powers, their fierce rivalry took a more dangerous form, leading each state to try to assert and exhibit its military and scientific prowess in the form of the arms race and the space race.

				

			

			While several Eastern European countries had fallen fully into the Soviet sphere of influence, it was the GDR and above all Berlin which truly epitomised this new separation. In West Berlin and the whole of West Germany, a democratic system was in place, whereas East Berlin and the whole GDR were under Communist dictatorship. Many East Germans tried to move westward where conditions were better. However, this massive exodus which peaked in times of crises posed a threat to the GDR’s economy, based on central planning. 

			Half a million people crossed the East-West Berlin border daily. It had 81 transit points, with 90% of those crossing the border using these as a definitive way out. The GDR’s leader Walter Ulbricht (1893-1973) received permission from Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev (1894-1971) to construct a major border-control apparatus around West Berlin, which was framed as a rampart against Western fascism by the authorities. 
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			13 August 1961 – groups of armed combats stand along the border.

			On the morning of 13 August 1961, 25 000 soldiers and police officers installed temporary barbed-wire barricades around West Berlin which were replaced in the following weeks by something more solid: a concrete wall reinforced with rubble stone and metal fences; this was the ‘Great Wall of China’ operation which erected the Berlin Wall. The length of wall which separated the East and West blocked roads, squares and railroads, and went through buildings which were either evacuated by force or had their Western entries and exits blocked off. In the space of a few hours, West Berlin found itself in state of airtight isolation from the surrounding Communist world. Hundreds of families and friends were separated that day and would not be reunited for many years.

			
				
					The Wall of Shame

					The Berlin Wall was 155 km long. 43 km of the wall cut directly through the city with eight border control facilities stationed along this stretch, one of which was for trains. The other 112 km passed along the external border, along which six border control facilities were stationed. At the East Berlin side, there was an entire defence apparatus, with barbed wire, watchtowers, dogs, sensors and guards armed with machine guns; the wall’s primary purpose was to stop people leaving. This created a truly un-crossable no man’s land stretching for 30-100 m as you approached the wall. Between 1961 and 1989, the defence mechanisms were restructured and reorganised four times, each time becoming more and more efficient. 

					[image: ]

					Photo of the Berlin Wall.

					Those who tried to make a bid for freedom risked prison sentences or even death; the wall claimed at least 137 lives. Not all of those killed were fugitives - some were merely killed by guards who were ordered to shoot on sight. 

				

			

			While West Berlin’s many shops, restaurants, museums, cinemas and nightclubs were evidence of capitalist prosperity in West Germany, East Berlin was a typical anti-Communist city with no diversity whatsoever. Buildings, houses, and cars were almost invariably the same, and often of low quality. Clothes were plain and luxury items were rare. Mothers were regularly seen queuing in front of poorly-stocked shops for hours, often unsure of what they could actually buy. This was not due to a lack of money but rather a lack of things to spend it on. Other than these constant shortages, citizens lived in fear and mistrust due to strict surveillance by the secret police service known as the Stasi (abbreviated version of Staatssicherheitsdienst - “Ministry for State Security”). The Stasi monitored all aspects of citizen life and activity, and often forced civilians to collaborate by revealing information on others. The threat of imprisonment and even torture weighed heavily on all. 

			The weakening of Soviet centralised power

			Under the leadership of Leonid Brezhnev (1906-1982) and amid Cold War tensions, the USSR devoted an increasing amount of resources to the arms race and territorial expansion. This extensive military armament was a strain on the Soviet economy which showed signs of stagnation and even decline as early as 1975. This forced the population to reduce its consumption to a bare minimum and limit investments. As such, a huge gulf between military and civil spending emerged. 

			In the early 1980s when the USA redoubled its efforts in the arms race under the Reagan (1911-2004) administration, the Soviet Union realised it would soon be unable to present any true opposition to America. Furthermore, it was finally understood that political and economic changes would have to be made to revitalise the stagnating economy. 

			Mikhail Gorbachev (born 1931) came to power in 1985 and introduced reformist policies called glasnost (transparency) and perestroika (restructuring), allowing the USSR to partially democratise. This also led to countries being reopened to the West after negotiations at the Washington Summit (1987) ended the Soviet-US arms race. The Soviet Union then actively participated in the CSCE (Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe) which aimed to foster better inter-state cooperation with regards to security, the economy and human rights. 

			In 1988, Gorbachev officially abandoned the Brezhnev Doctrine, which limited satellite states’ individual sovereignty. This helped foster opposition to Communist regimes, with protests cropping up all over the Eastern Bloc and some of the countries (Poland, Hungary and Czechoslovakia) introducing democratic reforms. 

			Freedom of movement

			To legally enter West Germany, an East German citizen had to request a passport and a visitation visa and provide justification (marriage, serious illness or the death of a close family member) which was time-consuming and incurred great expense. Very few authorisations were given, even when the regulations were relaxed in the final years of the USSR.

			However, democratisation and opening up to the West demanded greater freedom of movement. As such, when the Soviet Union and its allies signed the CSCE treaty on 15 January 1989, they committed themselves to ensuring every citizen’s right to leave a country and subsequently return. 

			The first cracks appeared in the Iron Curtain on the 2nd of May 1989 when the Hungarian government opened its border with Austria to Hungarian citizens. Throughout the following summer, thousands of East Germans flooded into Hungary, crossing through Czechoslovakia en route. In autumn, different states’ policies had people moving to and fro and running for their lives:

			
					10 September - Hungary authorised East Germans to cross its border with Austria. However, Czechoslovakia chose to support the GDR and in turn closed its border with Hungary. 

					30 September - Czechoslovakia allowed special trains carrying East German refugees who had been crowded into the West German embassy to pass through, helping them escape. This was known as the Freedom Train. 

					3 October - the GDR made it illegal to travel to Czechoslovakia without a visa, before extending this policy to apply to Romania and Bulgaria. 

			

			Protests demanding democratic reform and above all freedom of movement were organised in East German towns and cities. These reached their peak and were spurred on by the decisive protests in Leipzig on the 9th of October, where 70 000 people came together in a peaceful demonstration with no intervention by security forces.

			The politburo (the policy-making body) of the ruling Communist party - the Socialist Unity Party (SED from the German Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands) - announced that it intended to engage in dialogue with the East German people. The party’s leader Erich Honecker (1912-1994) was considered too conservative and was forced to resign on 18 October. His successor Egon Krenz promised great political change and new policies on freedom of movement. At the same time, he opened discussions with the West German Chancellor Helmut Kohl (born 1930) with regards to potential economic cooperation between the two states. 

		


		
			Biographies

			Egon Krenz, German politician

			Born in Kolobrzeg (Prussian province of Pomerania to the North of Germany) on 19 March 1937, Egon Krenz became a member of the communist Free German Youth at the age of 16. He would be the leader of this organisation for ten years, between 1974 and 1984. 

			In 1955, he joined the SED, the East German communist party. Between 1957 and 1959 he completed his military service and subsequently attended the German Communist party school in Moscow from 1964 to 1967. 

			He rapidly moved up the ranks of the SED, becoming General Secretary of the Central Committee in 1973 before becoming a member of the Politburo of the Central Committee in 1983 at just 46 years old, dealing with domestic security issues. The following year, he became deputy chairman of the Council of State, making him in many ways the country’s leader Erich Honecker's right hand man. Krenz took over Honecker’s position on 18 October 1989, not long before the Berlin Wall fell; he was the last GDR head of state. After the Wall came down, he was dismissed from his post of Secretary General on 3 December 1989 and from his position as chairman of the Council of State three days later. He was excluded from the newly founded Party of Democratic Socialism in January 1990. 

			In 1997, he had to step up to the plate once again; this time as a former member of the Politburo in a trial for cold war crimes, specifically the death of four civilians at the hands of border control guards. He was sentenced to six years in jail. 

			In the present day, he seems nostalgic about the GDR and still stands by his Communist political ideology. He has a wife and two children and lives with family near to Rostock, Pomerania. 

			Günter Schabowski, former German journalist

			Günter Schabowski was born on 4 January 1929 in Anklam, Pomerania. Being older than Krenz, he had true experience of the war and this was what motivated his commitment to communism. He joined the SED in 1952 and worked as an editor (1968-1978) then editor in chief (1978-1985) for the party’s daily paper the Neues Deutschland. He became part of the SED Central Committee in 1981, the Politburo three years later and in 1985 became the party’s First Secretary for the East Berlin chapter. 

			On the 6th of November 1989, shortly before the Wall fell, he was appointed Information Secretary of the Central Committee, a newly-created position which made him the government’s spokesperson. He resigned from the Central Committee and Politburo on 3 December 1989 after the Wall came down, and was eventually banned from the new PDS party in January 1990. 

			Between 1992 and 1999, he took up journalism again, working as an editor on Heimat Nachrichten, a local newspaper he himself founded with a West German journalist/editor. 

			Schabowski was tried alongside Krenz in 1997 for his involvement in the deaths of civilians attempting to cross the border. He was sentenced to three years in jail and admitted his guilt in the matter. He accepted general responsibility for the negative aspects of the GDR Communist regime and admitted that the East German Republic was
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