Was Gorbachev a key player in the fall of the Berlin Wall?
He did not stand by the sidelines, he 'trusted his eyes'. 

Gorbachev's lack of direct action was not due to cowardice or a feeling of powerlessness by late 1989, as early as 1985 he had told the soviet satellites that he would not interfere in their affairs[1]. He was a man who had faith in socialism, that in the changing world the Soviet state needed to change to survive alongside democracy, rejecting the isolationism of the past but still a man of the system. He was not a violent man, had no 'siege mentality' and this is why he took no direct action, but was a key player in why the world changed in 1989. 

1. ^ http://www.economist.com/node/14793729
'General Secretary Gorbachev, if you seek peace, if you seek prosperity for the Soviet Union and eastern Europe, if you seek liberalization, come here to this gate. Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall!' 

By the late-1980s Eastern Europe was in a mess, months of refugee crises had led Moscow to give Hungary permission to open its border with Austria, with Czechoslovakia later following suit. According to Svetlana Savranskaya the fall of the Berlin wall was a relief. While this could indicate that Gorbachev was not involved in the fall, without his reforms in the Soviet Union the iron grip on the eastern bloc would have held strong. When Ronald Reagan addressed Mikhail Gorbachev at the Brandenburg Gate he said: 

'We welcome change and openness; for we believe that freedom and security go together, that the advance of human liberty can only strengthen the cause of world peace. There is one sign the Soviets can make that would be unmistakable, that would advance dramatically the cause of freedom and peace. General Secretary Gorbachev, if you seek peace, if you seek prosperity for the Soviet Union and eastern Europe, if you seek liberalization, come here to this gate. Mr. Gorbachev, open this gate. Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall!'

By this time, June 1987, Gorbachev had already implemented the policy of openness, Glasnost, and had set the Soviet Union on the path to it's demise. The opening up of borders had a knock on effect in Eastern Europe, and when the Wall fell Gorbachev was not even awoken by his advisors[1], reflecting the relaxation in policy. The measurement of his importance, to consider him as a key player, is the fact that without Gorbachev releasing the Soviet grip, the wall would not have been allowed to fall. If the wall came down because of the end of soviet-type communism, then Mr Gorbachev certainly ended it. 

1. ^ http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=120188545
Mikhail Gorbachev and the fall of the wall

	Red stars are removed as communism relinquishes its grip in central Europe

The year 1989 reshaped the world. Its news stories - from Tiananmen Square to the fall of the Berlin Wall - are now historical marker posts. BBC Diplomatic Editor Brian Hanrahan watched many of the events at first hand, and will retrace his steps this year.
One of the paradoxes of 1989 was that communism was destroyed by its own system. I'm not thinking here of the weight of economic collapse, which hollowed out the whole Soviet Bloc. 

Painful though it would have been, the countries of Eastern Europe and their Soviet overlord could have limped on for many years - their people suffering and their influence declining. They would have been marginalised but left alone until they eventually collapsed, probably with much bloodshed. 

John Simpson's 1989 report on the visit to the UK of Mikhail Gorbachev

What short-circuited this process was the Stalinist power structure of the Soviet Union. The system allowed the general secretary of the Communist Party to acquire almost total control of the party and the country. 

By 1989 Mikhail Gorbachev had consolidated his power base and was able to drive through his own policies regardless of the opposition among his colleagues. 

What marked him out from previous leaders and makes him one of my political heroes, is that he abided by a basic principle that politics should not be based on coercion. 

And although he neither liked, nor expected, nor wanted the consequences, he stuck to his principles. When the wrong results came in, he let the chips fall where they lay, and the Soviet Empire and the Soviet Union fell with them. 

Mr Gorbachev had been steadily setting out his philosophy. He told a Communist Party conference in 1988 "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". 

Fossils
In December at the United Nations he renounced the use of force in international affairs. His more hard-line colleagues recognised this as suicidal for the Communist Party and its leadership, but they could not stop it. They were shut out by their own system. 
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I arrive in Moscow and at the airport I am told that troops have marched into Tbilisi... Was this truly necessary? [image: image6.png]




Mikhail Gorbachev

By the time Mr Gorbachev visited London in April 1989, the shine was coming off his leadership. In Moscow's streets, people were grumbling that for all his fine talk, life wasn't getting better. 

More dangerously, those who ran the Soviet army and security services were growing unhappy with his leadership. 

It was already obvious that the enthusiasm with which he was greeted abroad was not matched at home. While he was absent there were nationalist demonstrations in Georgia and, in a throwback to the past, the old guard leadership sent in troops to suppress them. 

They hadn't opened fire but had beaten 20 Georgians to death with entrenching shovels. Mr Gorbachev was appalled. It was against everything he stood for. Secret minutes from the politburo show him raging against those responsible. 

"I arrive in Moscow and at the airport I am told that troops have marched into Tbilisi. Of course I did not comment publicly. But what is going on here? Was this truly necessary? Was the curfew truly necessary? Of course not. We should have gone directly to the people and talked to them." 
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Without Gorbachev, communism's death throes would have been long, and far more dangerous 

Around Eastern Europe there was a similar division of opinions about Mr Gorbachev's new thinking. Most of the leaders were communist fossils buried in a system that repressed change. But General Jaruzelski who ran Poland saw a chance to end the long-running dispute with Solidarity. 

The trade union movement had been outlawed for most of the decade but, inspired by the Polish Pope and supported by the West, it had slowly debilitated the Polish economy and government. 

Poland's communists opened negotiations with Solidarity's leaders - the famous round table which ran from February to April . On 17 April they signed a deal to hold elections and allow solidarity to take part. 

Decisive push
This was the breakthrough - it rolled back the 40 years of authoritarian rule. The communists were starting to think the unthinkable. General Jaruzelski flew to Moscow to get approval for the possibility of power-sharing with Solidarity. 

It was complicated deal - and the Polish communists thought they had secured safeguards that would guarantee them a majority. Instead, when the elections were held in June, Solidarity swept the board. 

The communists couldn't even get enough votes to capture the seats reserved for them. So complete was their moral defeat that two small puppet parties who had always backed the communists now bolted to Solidarity. 

Poland found itself with an elected non-communist government. With the Polish precedent to follow, challengers to communism started to pop up all over the Soviet Bloc. The collapse of communism had started and the other leaders could see it. 

East Germany and Romania privately canvassed the idea of a Warsaw Pact intervention of the kind which had crushed Czechoslovakia in 1968. But with Gorbachev in charge, their plans gained no traction. 

Thinking back, it's astonishing that one man - though facing stern internal opposition - could give history such a decisive push. Without him, communism's death throes would have been long, and far more dangerous. 

And it worked the other way too. In March 1989 I found myself standing on a country road in Kosovo, watching Yugoslav tanks advancing on Pristina. 

I didn't know it then but it was the first military move in the long drawn-out agony of Yugoslavia. Slobodan Milosevic, the Serb leader, was exerting his influence to block the break-up of Yugoslavia. 

Imagine the horror if there had been a Soviet leader who had behaved the same way. Europe has a lot to thank Mikhail Gorbachev for - and he is still a lot more popular abroad than at home. 




The man who trusted his eyes

Nov 5th 2009 | MOSCOW
From The Economist print edition

Why the Soviet Union’s leader did not send in the tanks
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THE fall of the Berlin Wall was not big news in Russia. Neither was it a surprise. It was a logical consequence of the process that began in Moscow in 1985 when Mikhail Gorbachev came to power.

By 1989 his perestroika, or reconstruction and opening, was in full swing. Andrei Sakharov, Russia’s most famous dissident and nuclear scientist, returned from his forced exile in Gorky and was elected to the first Soviet parliament. Banned films and books flooded the intellectual space. The physical space also opened up, as Russians started to travel to the West.

The idea of sending tanks to stem velvet revolutions in Eastern Europe was unthinkable. Mr Gorbachev told Communist leaders in Eastern Europe that Moscow would not interfere in their domestic affairs as early as 1985. The leaders did not believe him, or did not want to share the news with their people—for once Soviet soldiers and subsidies were removed, their own days would be numbered. 

When Mr Gorbachev visited Prague in 1987, the Czech people asked him to stay. In Tom Stoppard’s recent play, “Rock ’n’ Roll”, Jan, the Czech protagonist, explains to a British reporter: “When Gorbachev and the beautiful Raisa smile and wave, the Czech people go crazy… When we were reformers, the Soviets invaded. Now the Soviets are reformers, they have discovered a deep respect for Czechoslovakia’s right to govern itself

Mr Gorbachev had his own “Jan”. His best friend at Moscow State University was Zdenek Mlynar, a young Czech communist who later became a leader of the Prague Spring. (Subsequently he was ejected from the Communist Party and then from the country.) When Mr Gorbachev became general secretary of the Communist Party, Mlynar was one of the few foreigners who knew him well: “We are talking about a man who attributes more importance to his own experience, lived and felt, than to what is decreed on paper.”

Mr Gorbachev’s pre-war childhood in the southern Russian village of Privolnoe (roughly translated as “free”) formed many of his sensibilities. Both his grandfathers were caught in Stalin’s repression. One rejected collectivisation and was sent to fell trees in Siberia in 1934; the other embraced the new farm policy but was arrested in 1937 as “an enemy of the people”. He was let out, but the memory of his interrogations (blinded with a bright lamp, wrists slammed in the door) and family stories of the famine caused by collectivisation in one of Russia’s most fertile regions stayed with Mr Gorbachev for life. 

In his grandfather’s house, works and portraits of Stalin and Lenin peacefully coexisted with Russian Orthodox icons. Mr Gorbachev saw no clash between Lenin’s words and peasant life. He did not question the role of Stalin until after the tyrant’s death. But he cringed when a classic Stalin-era comedy, “The Cossacks of Kuban”, painted a picture of abundance in Russian villages. He told Mlynar it was a lie.

The beginning of Mr Gorbachev’s political career coincided with Nikita Khrushchev’s denunciation of Stalin’s personality cult in 1956 and attempts to de-Stalinise the country. In 1967 Mlynar privately came to see and talk to his old university friend. They shared the thoughts and feelings that inspired both the Prague Spring and Russia’s “thaw”. But when, in August 1968, Soviet tanks rolled into Czechoslovakia, they also crushed the hope of reform in Russia. Mlynar, with other reformers, was delivered to Moscow and forced to sign a protocol of political surrender. They called it “normalisation”. In reality, it was anything but.

Mr Gorbachev did not protest. But once again he trusted his own eyes and senses when, a year later, he visited Prague. He did not see Mlynar, who by then had retreated and worked in a museum; that would have been political suicide. But he saw anti-Soviet slogans and hostile workers who refused to talk to the Russian visitors. It was an uncomfortable trip. “I felt, in my guts, that this [Soviet] action was rejected and condemned by the people.”

In many ways Mr Gorbachev’s perestroika was a belated fulfilment of the Prague Spring. His achievement was not in making great intellectual discoveries, but in spelling out publicly what people had said and thought in their Moscow kitchens for years: that people in the West lived better than in the Soviet Union, that the Soviet economy was inadequate and that “we can’t go on living like this any more.” This was common sense. Saying it openly, however, was a breakthrough. 

Mr Gorbachev was neither a dissident nor a revolutionary. He was a man of the system through and through. “Nobody rose to power in the Soviet Union despite the system. Nobody. And neither did Gorbachev,” wrote Alexander Yakovlev, one of his close allies. This constrained him in some ways, but it was also a condition which made reforms possible.

Dismantling the Soviet Union was the last thing on Mr Gorbachev’s mind. He believed that socialism and democracy were complementary, and his reforms were aimed at preserving and renewing the country. It was his faith in socialism, his human instincts and legitimacy within the system that set eastern Europe free.

For him this was a question of values, not geopolitics, as Russia’s rulers believe today. Unlike them, he had no siege mentality, and needed no Berlin Wall to huddle behind. From their point of view, which is now taught in schools, Mr Gorbachev naively gave up Russia’s “security belt”, getting nothing in return. They would not have made the same mistake. 

glasnost (openness) Along with perestroika, it was the central policy of the Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev which encouraged a more open debate about the state of the Soviet Union and its history. Opening the lid of decades of repression, it created a critical public as Soviet publishers, newspapers, and television stations gradually expanded the limits of their criticism. Ultimately, it made possible Gorbachev's own downfall as he, too, became subject to a hostile and dissatisfied public, and it enabled the breakup of the Soviet Union, the purpose and legitimacy of which became increasingly challenged.


perestroika (‘restructuring’) Together with glasnost the central pillar of Mikhail Gorbachev's efforts to reform Soviet economy and society. In appreciation of the poor state of the Soviet Union's economy, which was centrally planned by appointees of the Communist Party, Gorbachev wanted to increase the efficiency of the economy and, implicitly, of the party. Gorbachev's aim was thus to reform the Communist Party to enable promotion by merit and intelligence as well as the traditional commitment to party ideology. As a result, he replaced more party officials in important posts than had happened since the days of Stalin's Great Purge, a fact which initially greatly increased his power and authority within the party. However, it brought to the fore many who were even more reformist, such as the Mayor of Moscow, Boris Yeltsin. At the same time, it caused considerable resentment among the more conservative elements within the party, which led to the August coup of 1991. Ultimately, perestroika failed because Gorbachev sought to correct the problems in state and society caused by the Communist Party through the party itself. Caught between bitter conservatives and impatient progressives, Gorbachev lost more and more political support, so that he became the ultimate victim of perestroika.


