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Foreword
Pavel Seifter

A distance of sixteen years from the revolutions of 1989 seems to offer sufficient
space for serious reflection and recapitulation. Yet although a new generation has
grown up in the meantime, it is still memory that dominates the debate over 1989,
and also over 1968, 1956 and 1953 - right back to the war. While the cycle of
active wartime memory is now closing after sixty years, the battlefield of Cold War
memories, the memories of life and resistance under communism, is still alive and
noisy.

But memory, by nature contentious and partisan, is a very unreliable and
misleading guide to the past. Memory tends to confirm and reinforce itself — and in
any case it is impossible to remember how it truly was: not only do people forget,
they remesber a past that they tend to perpetuate in the present. That is not neces-
sarily a paci that happened. Moreover there is no single memory of the past; many
of these pasts are competing with, contradicting, fighting and excluding each other,
often feverishly following contemporary political and ideological battle lines.

The instrument of true learning about the past can only be history disciplined
by rigorous investigation and interrogation. Still relatively soon after 1989 (and
the opening of the archives) the real story is emerging only slowly and in pieces.
Most historians are busy researching and interpreting fragments in time, nation by
nation, and approaching them from the various angles of their profession. Yet the
story of what really went on in Eastern Europe in the past sixty years can only be
understood in its complexity, as a whole and by keeping in mind that while revolts
were attempted on the fringes, their fate was decided by strength or weakness and
decline at the core of the system — in Moscow. And, in the end, 1989 will have to
be seen not merely from inside communism and explained by its own mechanics. It
will be seen as heralding the end of an epoch, first by the implosion of Communist
Eastern Europe, followed by change everywhere, in the West, and globally. The
world has moved from samizdat to virtual communication, and from barbed frontiers
to global markets. First attempts to paint a comprehensive new picture of the time
that has passed have been made only recently: for such a perspective history needs
distance. This volume represents an important contribution to this process.

History can tame memory. It can ask the right questions and answer some.
Revolution and resistance under communism will be revisited by every new genera-
tion of Poles, Czechs, Slovaks, Hungarians, Romanians, Germans and others. History
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Revoiution and Resistance in Eastern Europe:
An Overview
Kevin McDermott and Matthew Stibbe

The Cold War spawned a veritable ‘Other Europe’ — the communist states lying to
the east of the Iron Curtain. Ever since the 1950s scholars have been preoccupied
with how the diverse peoples of this region reacted to the establishment — many
would say imposition — of Soviet-type systems in their lands; how indigenous
communist parties interacted with, or challenged, their Soviet overlords; and how
local authorities and Moscow dealt with the looming presence of nonconformity,
dissent and resistance among relatively broad strata of the population. This volume
seeks to explore critically these intriguing questions. It is neither a history of the Cold
War in Europe, nor a general survey of post-war developments in the eastern half of
the continent.! Even less is it a triumphalist reassertion of the innate superiority of
capitalist democracy over communist dictatorship. It aims rather to elucidate what
can be called the ‘flashpoints’ in the complex relationship between the USSR and its
client states, focusing on such pivotal moments as the Soviet-Yugoslav split of 1948,
the East German Uprising of 1953, the Hungarian Revolution of 1956, the Prague
Spring of 1968, the rise of Solidarity in Poland and the collapse of communism
in the late 1980s. The chapters, written by experts from Britain, the USA, Russia
and Eastern Europe, incorporate recently accessible archival material and post-
communist historiography, and hence represent the very latest research on their given
themes. As a whole, they affirm the diversity of East European responses to perceived
Soviet hegemony, both at state and society level. There is no common approach
or conclusion among the authors, but all demonstrate the inordinate difficulties
experienced by the indigenous communist parties in establishing sustained political
legitimacy and social cohesion in their respective domains.

This is not to say that popular ‘resistance’, ‘dissidence’ and the threat of revolution
everywhere and always outweighed accommodation and conformity — many East
European citizens benefited from socialist transformation and broadly supported
the regimes, at least at certain times and to varying degrees. Indeed, we do not wish
1o posit a strict ‘us versus them’ binary opposition, pitting an isolated, repressive
‘state’ against a downtrodden, but recalcitrant ‘society’. Reality, we believe, was
more complicated and subtle. As Lynne Viola has persuasively argued in the context
of the USSR in the 1930s: ‘Resistance was only one part of a wide continuum
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coercion and unfettered voluntarism. Conversely, even when revolutions usher in
rapid and uncontrollable changes in social relations, they can still be ‘self-limiting’
in the political sphere, a phenomenon first highlighted by the sociologist Jadwiga
Staniszkic in relation to the events in Poland in 1980-1.° We have therefore adopted
a flexibie approach to the term ‘revolution’, allowing it to denote sudden/violent or
gradual/negotiated transformations that are either predominantly social in nature, or
predominantly political, or both.

Communist regimes first emerged in Eastern Europe in the aftermath of fascism’s
defeat in the Second World War, and were immediately confronted with a series
of challenges connected with the Cold War, economic reconstruction, Stalinist
purges and the supposed threat from the West. These early experiences, in turn,
led to great emphasis on the mobilisation of industrial and cultural resources in
order to increase the hold of the state over the lives of its citizens, and do battle
with the enemies of socialism, whether internal or external. As in the Soviet Union
itself, ‘every civilian activity [had] to be examined for the contribution it could
make to military preparedness’, at least from 1948 onwards.'® Having said this, it
is essential to recognise that communist rule did not rely on political repression
alone. Particularly in the post-Stalin era, considerable efforts were made to build a
‘socialist consumerism’ and leisure industries, which would satisfy the demands of
workers for higher living standards and improved quality of goods and services in the
shops, albeit combined with continued central control of production and distribution.
Admittedty this process went further in some countries than others. In Poland change
was evident from the mid-1950s onwards, in the covers of fashion magazines and in
the ‘modern’ appearance of new urban shop fronts," while in Hungary consumerism
developed more slowly and thoroughly — ‘goulash communism’ — helping to uproot
‘established patterns of working-class culture’ in the decade after the failed 1956
revolution.” In more puritanical East Germany, on the other hand, the material and
political aspects of de-Stalinisation were given less prominence and were already
in abeyance by the late 1950s. Here, the close geographical proximity of the much
larger Federal Republic and the GDR’s apparent lack of political legitimacy led to a
continued insistence that the East Germans were constructing a new socialist state at
a higher stage of historical development than their capitalist neighbour to the west.
This in turn provided the ideological justification for the construction of the Berlin
Wall in August 1961."* Czechoslovakia likewise remained hard-line in approach
until the mid-1960s, refusing, for instance, to rehabilitate in public the victims of
the Stalinist purges and show trials in spite of being encouraged to do so by the
examples of Poland and Hungary, and by Khrushchev’s own reforms in the Soviet
Union.
In respect of resistance, as the essays in this volume suggest, it is also difficult
in retrospect to discern any common pattern of development. Rather, challenges to
communist rule came from several directions and were met by a diverse range of
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3. Armed peasant resistance. The examples here come mostly from the Balkans
which had 2 long tradition of banditry. For instance, there was a series of rural
uprisings in 1949-50 in various parts of Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia and Macedonia,
some led by outlawed Cetnik and Usta%a groups, but others by farmers resisting
collectivisation. At Cazin, in north-western Bosnia, over a thousand peasants took
part in a rebellion in the spring of 1950, involving widespread looting and attacks
on state-owned property. A hard core of a hundred held out for several weeks and
were defeated only when the army moved in and executed the ringleaders.'® In the
Romanian case, as Dennis Deletant demonstrates, small groups of anti-communist
outlaws took part in acts of sabotage and revenge in the late 1940s and early 1950s,
and some evaded capture for remarkably long periods, but their peculiar brand of
resistance was never more than a minor or symbolic threat to communist rule and
had all but fizzled out by the late 1950s.

4. Popular protests against communist rule. These could take various forms,
ranging from small-scale strikes and demonstrations to mass uprisings and, in some
instances, o what Peter Grieder refers to as ‘sudden systemic change’ (Hungary in
1956; the whole of the communist bloc in 1989). These collective actions were often
sparked by acute, working-class discontent over stagnating living standards, scarce
availability of consumer items and especially rapid price rises of staple goods (East
Germary = 1953; Poland in 1956, 1970, 1976 and, more famously, 1980; even in the
USSR itself in the southern city of Novocherkassk in June 1962). The response of
state authorities varied from piecemeal accommodation to outright suppression and
persecution of ringleaders. What most concerned the communists was the possibility
of a ‘united front’ of disgruntled workers and sympathetic intellectuals, as occurred
in Poland during the Solidarity era.

However, we should be careful here to see differences as well as similarities. For
instance, the material factors which caused the strikes in the Czechoslovak town of
Plzeii (Pilsen) and in the whole of the GDR in June 1953 were very different to the
socio-economic demands of 1989. In the former case, wage cuts or increases in the
working day imposed as a result of high production norms were the main factors,
along with food shortages and inflated prices for basic goods. In effect, workers were
being asked to postpone consumption today in return for a promise of higher living
standards in the future, or, as Jonathan Sperber puts it:

The government of the GDR, with its plans for collectivization, forced industrialization
and military mobilization, quite deliberately made consumer goods a low priority —
indeed, accepted drastic declines in the popular standard of living. The insurgents’
economic demands centred on a reduction of high prices and the need for better and
more equitable rationing, rather than for the introduction of a consumer society — which
Wwas just barely beginning to come into existence in West Germany."
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was granied considerable freedom to develop his own domestic policies, provided
that he shewed complete support for the Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact in
international affairs.?

On the orher hand, in 1968 the rulers of Poland, East Germany and Bulgaria
(Gomutka, L*bricht and Zhivkov respectively) all played an important role in urging
Leonid Brzzhnev and other Soviet Politburo members to come down hard on the
Czechoslovak leaders of the Prague Spring. Part of their motive, as Mike Dennis
notes in relation to the GDR, was their concern at ‘the positive reception of the
Prague reforms among broad sections of [their own] population’, especially among
university students and other young people, which threatened the basis of their
power. However, it could be that they also hoped, through use of military force, to
avoid a recurrence of the terrible civil violence and bloodshed that had characterised
the 1956 revolution in Hungary.” The ‘Brezhnev doctrine’, in other words, was
not solely a Soviet invention and was supported by communist rulers throughout
the region, with the exception of Romania, Yugoslavia and Albania, even if it was
opposed by the majority of the people in Eastern Europe.

More generally, the Soviets and their Eastern European comrades proved
remarkably resilient in the face of new political challenges, and the lessons of the
past were not lost on them. Repression could be brutal, but was usually tempered by
concessions in the material and political spheres. After the Warsaw Pact invasion of
Czechoslovakia in August 1968, for example, the Soviets chose to negotiate with
Dubgek rather than install a new hard-line regime immediately, and when Dubdek
eventually fell in April 1969, he was replaced by another ‘centrist’ (and fellow
Slovak) Gustév Husék. Under these circumstances, most people appeared resigned to

the inevitability of long-term Soviet occupation, while others contented themselves
with low-key and largely symbolic acts of opposition to the government’s self-styled
policy of ‘normalisation’. ‘Normalisation’, as Kieran Williams argues, did not just
mean political repression, but also some economic reforms as part of an unwritten
‘social contract’ between state and society. Even the 1970 purge of the party was
undertaken in a limited and controlled way, with the secret police deliberately
excluded from the process in order to avoid a return to Stalinist terror (to which
Husék himself had fallen victim in the early 1950s).

In Romania, too, timely concessions backed up by selective repression were
used to avert open revolt — as in the case of worker and student demonstrations in
Bucharest, Cluj, Iagi and Timigoara in October 1956, and the miners’ strike in the
Jiu valley in 1977. Intellectuals and workers failed to unite, and dissidents rarely
preached outright rejection of the system, even when they operated from a position
outside it. Before and during the 1980s the process of liberalisation went furthest in
Hungary and Poland, but even in more hard-line Czechoslovakia and East Germany
there was a tendency to accept a degree of social criticism and debate, albeit within
limits strictly controlled by the party. Over and above this, censorship ensured that
dissident authors’ works were often better known in the West than in their own
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At the same time, communist regimes also had to come to terms with small-scale
dissidence as the price of their adherence to the Final Act of the Conference on
Security and Cooperation in Europe of 1975, also known as the Helsinki Accords.
The human rights provisions within these accords, signed by 35 states, including
Yugoslavia, the USSR and its Eastern European allies (but not Albania), exposed
the governments of the Soviet bloc to unprecedented forms of public criticism
and accountability, while also increasing pressure on them to implement domestic
reforms. Opposition movements, drawing inspiration from Helsinki, devised new
political strategies of their own to fit in with the changing international situation.
Thus East German dissidents in the 1980s rejected the violence of 1953 and instead
looked to alternative models of peaceful protest — the Prague Spring, the Solidarity
movement in Poland and, later still, the student campaigns in Beijing.® They now also
enjoyed greater protection as the Church-state agreement of March 1978 provided
limited ‘free spaces’ for oppositional activity — contrary to Honecker’s intentions.®
The Poles, who had a 200-year tradition of resisting foreign domination to fall back
on, narrowly avoided direct Soviet military intervention in 1981, albeit at a price.
By 1987, as Nigel Swain notes, Solidarity was split over its future direction and
identity, and significant elements were preparing to compromise with the regime.
For Czech and Slovak dissidents, the key lesson from 1968 was how much could be
achieved by peaceful protest combined with patience, pragmatism, even ‘dialogue’
with the authorities. The outcome in the 1970s and 1980s was the human rights
movement Charter 77, of which Védclav Havel was a leading spokesperson. His
seminal tract “The Power of the Powerless’ (1978) arguably did more than any other
single document to elucidate the underlying weakness of the supposedly omnipotent
‘post-totalitarian’ state.®! In Romania, meanwhile, Paul Goma deftly followed the
Czechoslovak example, making several efforts to persuade Ceaugescu to sign a
declaration of solidarity with Charter 77, and publishing an open letter condemning
communist violations of human rights and other obligations under the Helsinki Final
Act,

Patience, indeed, was what was needed. B y the mid-1980s the communist regimes
faced a major crisis, caused, in part, by developments in the international economy
and also by pressures at home. Their increasingly elderly leadership could not keep
pace with a burgeoning desire for greater liberalisation on the part of ordinary
people, encompassing both economic and political freedoms, including the right
to travel abroad. In this situation, groups like Charter 77 and the environmentalist
Mmovement in the GDR formed the basis for a revitalised ‘civil society’ and the
€ventual legalisation of opposition parties at the end of 1989. Poland and Hungary,
however, led the way, ending censorship and releasing political prisoners in the
faint hope of eventually obtaining a new political settlement that would favour
continued communist rule in some shape or form. The immediate origins of the
Hungarian reforms could be traced back to the mid-1980s and were accelerated.by
the removal of Kadsr as party First Secretary in May 1988. Even so, the opening
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romantic light, particularly when the excitement of taking part in world-changing
events gave way to the more sober realities and messy compromises of life in a
post-commurisi society. Some even denied that a ‘revolution’ had taken place at
all. In this cliznaie local or national issues were often treated, in retrospect, as more
important to uaderstanding what happened in 1989 than the overall demand for
freedom from communist tyranny. This can be seen in particular in the case of the
Czechs and Siovaks, who negotiated a successful mutual divorce in 1992-3, and in
Yugoslavia where the ex-communist Slobodan MiloSevié used nationalism as a tool
for launching his bid for power in Serbia, with appalling consequences for ethnic
harmony in the region. Elsewhere, in general, Europe seems to be looking forward
to a twenty-first century based on global markets, liberalisation and free trade.
However, if the essays in this volume teach us anything, it is that we should be wary
of assuming too much about the supposed inevitability of historical processes. The
future of post-communist Eastern Europe is still far from certain, even more than
fifteen years afier the events of 1989.
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The SED, German Communism an
June 1953 Uprising: New Trends and
New Research*
Matthew Stibbe

All kinds of details to report. First of all a thoug}EL What jubllfmon utlhe;e al}va; ﬂztni::
at the Party Congress, when the PEOPLE’S Police marched 111't'oAn|:i no“..o i
against the workers — your brothers and sons, your protectors.’. e l.du i
more hated than the Russians, who maintain discipline and don’t sho £

1
Victor Klemperer, diary entry, 2 July 1953

On 16 June 1953 construction workers on the prestigious S_ufh“_a“eethbu:i::cgl:;:cg
East Berlin downed tools and marched on the House of Mmlstnis;m :n st
of government, to demonstrate their opposition to th? o W(:;l This event proved
by the ruling Socialist Unity Party (SED) in the previous month, ulfed virtually the
to be the starting point for a wave of strikes and protests that en% R
whole of East Germany by 17 June and led to the first ful¥-sca € -gn leaders and
communist rule in the post-1945 Soviet bloc. Party ofﬁmalsl,) utsl‘l1 b e
Supporters of the East German regime were taken very -mUCh fi asrff the German
events. Only three months earlier Stalin had died; ﬂo'w it s.eelr‘ne et
Democratic Republic (GDR), the first experiment in socia lts,msgviet tanks, thus
might die with him. Even after the uprising had been _Crf‘She_d E);st Germany, many
forestalling any moves towards the dismantling of socialism in had it come to this?
GDR loyalists felt disoriented and let down by the party. How ’ State’?
How could the workers revolt against the ‘Workers.' and Peasants mmuni.st e
Similar questions may well have been on the lips of eny. c(;aced with a mass
in the summer and autumn of 1989, when the GDR was aiaélll) wer monopoly.
Movement demanding political reforms and the cn(‘i oAb f tl:::: Stasi or East
On 31 August 1989, for instance, the long-serving head 8 s enpomeies;
German secret police, Erich Mielke, wondered aloud at a m.eeu.ng however, there
commanders whether there would be another 17 June. This un;:-t the collapse of
Was no Soviet military intervention to quell the unrest and prevf discussions about
o hunist rule.? More recently, 1953 has been at the forefront o articular about the
the origins anq nature of the East German dictatorship, and in p
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In what follows I will review the latest literature on June 1953 in light of the two
propositions above: namely that 1953 was a popular uprising led by workers, but
involving broader sections of East German society; and that it was caused by the
uncompromising attitude not of Moscow, but of the SED and its ruling elite. I will
also consider how veteran communists and senior figures within the SED later tried
to come to terms with the idea that the people had revolted against the system. Were
they privately as cynical as Bertolt Brecht, who argued in his famous poem that if the
people did not like the government, the simplest thing would be for the government
to dissolve the people and elect a new one? Or did they genuinely believe their own
propaganda, which suggested that June 1953 had been a ‘fascist provocation’ caused
by imperialist agents and class traitors acting under orders from Washington and
Bonn, and not by any particular faults in the system?

The Origins of the Crisis

While there had aizcady been many serious rifts between the East German people and
their communist r.:ters before 1952, especially over reparations policy and relations
with the USSR, 2 new low point was reached with the ‘accelerated construction of
socialism’, announiced by Ulbricht at the second party conference of the SED on 9-12
Tuly 1952. This proclamation set in train a series of measures which were intended
to transform the G:DR into a socialist society along Soviet lines, while rooting out
real and suspected enemies of the state and the party. In the economic sphere, this
feant a ruthless campaign against independent farmers and small businessmen, who
were forced to join new agricultural cooperatives (Landwirtschaftliche Produktio
nsgenossenschaften, or LPGs), causing many to leave for the West. It also meant
Concentrating on investment in heavy industry, and improving productivity rates in
this sector, while reducing the output of consumer goods. In the short term at least,
Workers and their families would feel the pinch, as shortages of food and other basic
household products were almost certain to occur. Indeed, a key demand in June 1953
Was for the reduction of the prices charged to ordinary consumers in the state-owned
retail chain, the Handelsorganisation (HO).?
~ In the ideological sphere, the ‘accelerated construction of socialism’ led to
tereased pressure on artists and intellectuals to fall into line with the requirements
of “socialist realism’. The leading role of the party would have to be accepted in
the arts, the universities and in the field of scientific research. Persecution of the
churches was also stepped up: for instance, religious education was banned from
Secondary schools, several leading church officials were arrested and members of
‘he' Cvangelical youth group, Junge Gemeinde, were blacklisted and expelled from
Universities, Again, those whose careers or livelihoods were threatened by these

Measures were forced 1o consider moving to the West.”
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and for control of the labour movement against the ‘class traitors’ in the SPD and
the free trade unions.'* Attachment to the principles of Marxism-Leninism and faith
in the absolute goodness of the Soviet cause gave them confidence that the course
of history would prove them right, even though they knew how little support they
had among the East German people and that they had to rely on the Soviet occupiers
and the KVP to remain in power. The mentality of the KPD/SED in this period was
summed up by Arthur Koestler, himself a party member between 1932 and 1938, in
an essay published in 1950:

What is the difference between a gun in the hands of a policeman and a gun in the hands
of a member of the revolutionary working class? The difference ... is that the policeman
is a lackey of ihe ruling class and his gun an instrument of oppression, whereas the same
gun in the hands of a member of the revolutionary working class is an instrument of the
liberation of the oppressed masses.!®

Against such ‘iron logic’, it was, of course, very difficult to admit that the party
could ever make mistakes or do harm to the workers’ interests.

The Tension Mounts

During 1952 Ulbricht was clearly the driving force behind SED policy and possessed
an authority above that of his comrades in the Politburo, especially in respect of
decisions involving internal security and relations with the Soviet Union and West
Germany. N onetheless, by the end of 1952 some senior East German communists
were beginning to voice concerns about certain aspects of Ulbricht’s ‘personal
rule’, At various Politburo meetings, for instance, Fred Oelfner, Anton Ackermann,
Friedrich Ebert and Prime Minister Otto Grotewohl all appeared to advocate a more
moderate course in particular areas, although none of these figures openly challenged
the concept of party hegemony or opposed the more general leftward shift in policy
from July 1952. Tensions within the upper echelons of the SED increased following
Stalin’s death in March 1953, but were, of course, kept largely hidden from public
View. One of the more persistent advocates of change was Rudolf Herrnstadt, editor
of the party newspaper Neues Deutschland, who had spent the Nazi era in the Soviet
Union and still had contacts in Moscow. His attempts, from the early 1950s onwards,
‘0 rescue the party from what he saw as Ulbricht’s sectarian tendencies, were backed
by Wilhelm Zaisser, the Minister of State Security and Spanish Civil War hero,
“ho had also spent much time in the USSR before 1945 and had acquired Soviet
cmzenship.n
In the lower ranks of the party, too, discontent was mounting. Party activists were
finding it increasingly difficult to sell government policy to discontented workers and
housewives, many of whom were suffering materially as a result of the ‘accelerated
construction of socialism’. According to Volker Koop, living standards had fallen
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widely interpreted as an admission of failure rather than as a positive sign that the
party was willing to listen to the people. Few anticipated improvements in their
standard of living. Workers in some factories suspected that the New Course would
increase pressure on housing and other public services, and demanded assurances
that ‘asocial’ and ‘criminal’ elements who had fled across the border would not be
allowed to return to the GDR. Likewise, many housewives voiced their concern that
the redistribution of ration cards would allow thousands of West Berliners to come to
East Berlin in search of cheap food, leading to renewed shortages and longer queues
outside shops.” In Wedding, West Berlin, a woman was reported to have spread a
story she had heard cn the U-Bahn that Ulbricht had shot himself ‘because of the
new measures’. And in WeiBensee, East Berlin, a pensioner expressed her bitterness
at the apparent imminent return of private landlords, seeing this as a slap in the face
for loyal communist: and GDR citizens like herself.?

As the above exa:nples demonstrate, the increased work norms were not the only
issue on people’s mixnds in the run-up to 17 June, although they certainly remained
a key concern for those engaged in the building trade and other forms of heavy
manual labour.** O 14 June Neues Deutschland, then still under the editorship
of Herrnstadt, publishied an article hinting that the government was about to make
concessions here toc. On 16 June, however, the official trade union paper, Tribiine,
brought out a piece which defended the new work norms in no uncertain terms:
‘The work quotas are not being raised in order to force down wages but in order to
produce more, better, cheaper goods for the same amount of work but with more
effective working methods’.2 This was reportedly the spark that led the construction
workers on the Stalinallee to stop work and march to the headquarters of the FDGB
fo demonstrate. From there they proceeded to the House of Ministries, where they
1ssued a call for a general strike the following day unless immediate changes in
government policy were implemented, including the cancellation of the new work
norms, the granting of free elections and a guarantee against reprisals. They also
Sent representatives to the offices of RIAS, the American public radio station in West
Berlin, which agreed to broadcast news of their demands — without openly endorsing
the _Slﬂ'ke call - in the late afternoon of 16 June.? Thus began the first mass uprising
gainst a communist state in post-1945 Europe.

The Uprising

Ee eXact course of events in East Berlin and elsewhere in the GDR on 17 June
33 has now been reconstructed in the minutest detail and does not need to be
repeat.ed here at any great length. The figures speak for themselves. In East Berlin
etlhneesummm 90,000 people poured on to the streets, and throughout East Ge{-many
fa nu-m ber (.Jf d,emcmstrators swelled to around 418,000. Strikes were called in 593
clories, with just under half a million workers, or 5 per cent of the workforce,
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as well as two 17-vzar-olds and one 15-year-old, who had supposedly taken part as
ringleaders in demonstrations.*® However, Soviet tank commanders were apparently
under orders to avoid civilian casualties wherever possible and it is now accepted
that the number of deaths was much lower than the several hundred reported by
some Western sources during the Cold War era.”

Even so, in the aftermath of the uprising about 6,000 people were taken into
police custody, a figure which rose to between 8,000 and 10,000 by 1 July 1953,
and to 13,000 by 1 August 1953.% In addition, several hundred anti-communist
‘suspects’ were arrested by Soviet enforcement agencies and deported to Siberia;
they were released along with the last remaining POWs from the Second World
War only after Adenauer’s visit to Moscow in 1955.*" Significantly, internal GDR
reports suggest that at least 70 per cent of those detained for questioning by the
Volkspolizei were ordinary East German workers, including some SED members.
Less than 5 per cent were citizens of West Berlin or the Federal Republic.* Most of
the detainees were released without charge, but East German courts imposed two
death sentences and 1,524 prison sentences, ranging from up to a year (in 546 cases)
and up to five years (in 824 cases), to ten years and over (in 13 cases) and life (in
3 cases). Only 76 of the people who stood trial in the GDR for offences allegedly
committed in association with the June uprising were acquitted by the courts.® The
purpose of these trials was to intimidate potential opponents of the regime as well
3 10 punish the individuals concerned. East German justice now had an even more
overtly political ring to it, as the death sentence passed on Erna Dorn, the alleged
‘Kommandeuse’of Ravensbriick, on 22 June, clearly shows.*

The Aftermath

After 22 June, unrest seemed to move from the streets into the factories. Stoppages,
g0-slows and absenteeism continued for several weeks, with the people’s police
apparently powerless to intervene.*s On 23 June, for instance, Ulbricht, Grotewohl,
Hermstadt and Ebert were all heckled as they addressed groups of disgruntled
Workers in factories in different parts of East Berlin. Ulbricht was accompanied by
dozens of bodyguards and police as he tried to talk to employees at the state-owned
machine tog] factory *7 October’ in Berlin-WeiBensee, but he was still greeted with
shouts, boos and cat calls. An SED member who was present complained about the
1a(.:k of freedom of speech: ‘We have always upheld the right to ... criticise. But now
things have got 5o bad that we no longer dare to open our mouths’. Another worker
Posed the following question to Ulbricht: “If I don’t do my job properly, then I get
the sack. You have publicly admitted that you have failed in your political work, tf“t
You are still here. So what will you do now?** None of this appeared in the official
Party press, of course, which was at pains to deny any further evidence of unrest
once the Soviets had succeeded in crushing the ‘attempted fascist putsch’. Neues
Deutschland, for example, commented on 24 June 1953:
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and cited alleged findings of the Central Committee of the CPSU to this effect.’!
However, there is 1o hard evidence that Beria was in direct contact with the anti-
Ulbricht faction in East Berlin, and even if he had been, Herrnstadt and Zaisser
denied this to the end. Neither did the Soviets ever make such allegations, sticking to
the line that Beria had acted alone.®

Once confirmed back in power, Ulbricht’s main priority was to increase the
strength of the state’s internal security organs. Particular attention was paid to the
Stasi, which was deemed to have failed badly under Zaisser, If major ‘provocations’
were to be avoided in the future, this would have to be, first and foremost, the task
of the secret police, using its intelligence arms inside and outside the GDR. The
KVP was also built up even further, becoming the nucleus of the NVA, the National
People’s Army, in 1956. At the same time, the party was purged of those suspected
of having social democratic or ‘defeatist’ tendencies. Max Fechner, ex-SPD member
and Minister of Justice, was not only sacked but actually imprisoned for two articles
he published in Nexes Deutschland on 30 June and 2 July, defending the right to strike
and advocating a milder treatment of demonstrators. The SED leadership now lived
in constant fear of another ‘Day X’, so much so that on the first two anniversaries of
the uprising, all police units, including the KVP and the special ‘combat groups of
the working class’ ( Kampfgruppen der Arbeiterklasse), were ordered to remain on a
‘state of heightened readiness’ 5 Meanwhile, in 1960 Ulbricht, Grotewohl and other
SED leaders moved from their original residences in the Berlin suburb of Pankow to
& new, highly secluded and well-guarded estate at Wandlitz in Brandenburg, where
they would be mors cffectively protected in the event of further public disturbances.
Emst Wollweber, Zaisser’s replacement as Minister of State Security, who was
himself purged in 1957, later recalled that the ‘fright of June 17, 1953 still haunted’
Ulbricht, years after the event,5*

The building of the Berlin Wall in August 1961 was undoubtedly another
Symptom of Ulbricht’s fears. But communist rule after 1953 did not depend on
political repression alone. Rather, the SED was also forced into making a number of
'mportant concessions to workers and peasants in the aftermath of the June uprising.
For instance, workers benefited from the new tendency to ‘manage’ disputes over
Pay and conditions of service within individual state-owned companies, giving
fhﬁm considerable, if largely hidden, negotiating power at the plant or factory level,
Including an informal right to consultation over company social policy.™ Indepcndeflt
ff“‘“efs Were also able to wage a hidden campaign against state interference in
village life, and were aided in this by party functionaries at the grass roots, who
decided not 1o push through collectivisation in areas where it was unpopular with
local People. Even after a renewed collectivisation campaign in 195960, many

‘existed in little more than name’, according to Corey Ross.*Finally, a ser{es
of price reductions in state-owned shops, and wage increases for the lowest paid,
meant that by September 1954 an estimated 3.7 billion East German marks had been
fedistributed to the general population.”
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anxieties about the possibility of a third world war, or a desire not to endanger the
concessions announced by the party under the New Course.* Furthermore, at least
a part of the intelligenisia had an intrinsic distrust of the masses and a respect for
political realities. For instance, the historian Joachim Petzold, who was a student
in East Berlin in 1953, later remembered: ‘I wanted reform, took on board the
[government’s] assurarice that it would come, and opposed the revolutionary unrest,
because I believed nothing good would come of it and because it was pointless
anyway in view of the intervention of Soviet troops’.

As we have seen, many ‘ordinary’ East Germans also stood aloof from the events
of 17 June, preferring to adopt a ‘wait and see’ policy. Some feared that political
change would only lead to greater economic chaos, especially if the borders with
West Germany and West Berlin were opened too wide. Others were put off by the
violence of some of the demonstrators, or by the absence of clear leadership in the
opposition camp. In particular, it is worth remembering that the original leaders
of the old SPD and the bourgeois parties had already fled west or been driven
underground through a series of arrests and denunciations in the late 1940s, leaving
nobody of any standiizg who could negotiate with the SED on behalf of the rebels in
June 1953 %

Last, but by no mesns least, the East German regime could still rely on hundreds
of thousands of loyal supporters in 1953. For veteran communists, even those who
had become disillusioned with SED rule, the idea of unification with Adenauer’s
West Germany, an unreformed capitalist state in which Nazism and militarism were
allegedly still rampant, was too much to stomach. In the words of Victor Klemperer,
duniversity professor and Holocaust survivor from an impeccable bourgeois-liberal
background, who had converted to communism after 1945, the GDR was the ‘lesser
evil’ and therefore had to be supported.”” Bertolt Brecht, the playwright and theatre
director, was even clearer in his condemnation of the uprising, in spite of harbouring

Private doubts. In an open letter to Ulbricht, published in Neues Deutschland on 23
June 1953, he wrote:

On the morning of 17 June, when it became clear that the workers’ demonstrat'iOfls
Were being exploited for war-like purposes, I declared my solidarity with the S(.)mfhﬂ
Uity Party. I now hope that the provocateurs will be isolated and their communication
Ne€tworks destroyed, But I also hope that the workers who have demonstrated because
of Just grievances will not be tarred with the same brush, so that the urgent exchange of
Views regarding the mistakes made by all sides will not be prevented from the outset.

EVen 50, there is no doubt that June 1953 did lasting damage to the unity and

E:{pose of the party. As Brecht’s words show, few veteran communists really
‘eved the official line that this was simply a ‘“fascist provocation’, with no real

tf)asm. among the East German people themselves. Indeed, even as loyal a party
ctionary as Fritz Selbmann, who as GDR Minister of Industry played a leading
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The rhetoric of ‘roll-back’ was obsolete and dangerous once the Soviet Union
had the capacity to retaliate. It was quietly dropped. A cultural Cold War continued
with the loud — and to the Soviet Union inflammatory — broadcasts of Radio Liberty
and Radio Free Europe, but finding wider political alternatives proved problematic,
Scholars started to recognise that notions of security ‘depend as much on a state of
mind as on physical evidence, in any situation where there is no actual aggression’.!
So far as they relate to the social and psychological imbalances that military
deployment seeks to redress, this suggested a fresh look at Soviet intentions. Was
the Soviet Union driven by ‘Riga Axioms’, a messianic drive for world mastery, or
by ‘Yalta Axioms’, jockeying for position within a traditional Great Power system?

The Stalinist pattern of development, strictly enforced from 1948, insisted that
the allies must all follow the Soviet ‘model’. This did bring some to the first stages
of industrialisation. Yet there were rigidities: Hungary, devoid of iron ore and coal,
had to have a steel mill (at Sztdlinvéros). Such absurdities did nothing to reduce anti-
Soviet sentiments. Social protests in Eastern Europe were endemic after the demise
of Stalin. Matthew Stibbe documents those in East Germany in 1953, and Johanna
Granville those in Poland and Hungary in 1956. While government officials always
sought to portray such outbursts as exceptional upsets to the status quo, the contrary
can be suggested. As Jan Gross puts it, crises are the moments of normality when
the false fagade of ‘unanimity’ is torn off, exposing the contesting parties as they

really are.? Even when not suppressed by force, they necessitated regular emergency
supplies or credits from Moscow.

The Warsaw Pact, founded in 1955, did not necessarily pose a threat to countries
not under its hegemony. This ‘dovish’ argument was given support by the Soviet
Communist Party’s Twentieth Congress in February 1956. Lenin’s theory of
imperialism was dropped. The final victory of communism, though still assured,
would not now be reached as the successful outcome of a world war, since that
would result only in mutual destruction. But where did this leave the “great contest’
between rival systems? Would this doctrinal revision usher in a long duration of
peaceful competition, a contest that each side, assured of the superiority of its own
system, expected to win? Or might the East revert to the military option? Under the
guise of coexistence, the Soviet side might continue to arm for a final conflict. This
possibility required the West to remain both patient and vigilant. It was a very long
wait.

The delay was compounded by the Soviet-led invasion of Czechoslovakia in
August 1968. NATO had accepted Moscow’s reassurances that the invasion posed n0
threat to them. There was not even a general alert. US forces in Europe were pulled
back some 200 kilometres. All those Dub&ek met in Washington much later praised
his calmness in face of the invasion, and mentioned that any other response ‘would
have posed a danger, and a danger not only for you, but one that could have meant
a catastrophe for all of Europe and ultimately, perhaps, for the whole world’ * Yet
for home consumption, the Soviet Union had argued the opposite: that the invasion
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bipolarity? Unexpectedly, there turned out to be more positive implications. While
the Prague Spring had indicated the limits to internal change, it had also shown that
the Eastern European societies were permeable. Despite realist international theory,
they were not ‘billiard balls’, but consisted of real people, making genuine demands.
How then could Western intentions and Eastern European aspirations be conjoined
without giving the Soviet Union a pretext for further intervention?

The chosen instrument was détente. At the primary level, this meant arms control.
In May 1971 Moscow agreed to Mutual Balanced Force Reduction (MBX'R) talks on
the military side; in December 1971 NATO accepted that a European Security Confer-
ence should be convened. Although MBFR discussions soon became embroiled in
political controversies — from which they were not extricated until the late 1980s
— talks about a conference proceeded more smoothly. Nixon’s first administration
sought an ‘era of negotiations’ to replace the previous policy of confrontation
towards the Soviet Union. This meant, first, recognising that the Soviet Union had
vital security interests in Eastern Europe, which the United States had no intention
of undermining. Second, the countries of Eastern Europe were seen ‘as sovereign,
not as parts of a monolith’. Hence no doctrine was acceptable that sought to abridge
their rights to seek ‘reciprocal improvement of relations with us or others’.®

While this was primarily directed towards the Soviet Union’s most recalcitrant
satellite, Romania, and the already polycentric Yugoslavia — the new President
visited both — there were wider implications. Proponents of second-level détente
— in Europe ~ now saw an opportunity to mitigate one of its most unacceptable
consequences: permanent division of the continent. Their hopes included an eventual
reunification of Germany and a gradual reorientation of Poland away from the
Soviet sphere. Of course, Poland could not (as wits suggested) change places with
Spain or Portugal; long-standing boundaries between the blocs were not going to
change overnight; nor were more recently constructed walls going to come tumbling
down. However, there could be a policy shift from the strident rhetoric of anti-
Sovietism to a subtler approach, drawing the Soviet Union into more constructive
international relations, above all the maintenance of peace in Europe’s volatile and
highly militarised arena.

The Soviet Union, meanwhile, had dropped its objection to the USA and
Canada attending the long-heralded Conference on Security and Cooperation in
Europe (CSCE). Its implicit agenda, of excluding and eventually dissolving NATO,
disappeared. And there was also a new openness in economic relations with the
capitalist world. Brezhnev told business leaders in Washington in June 1973, that
‘we have been a prisoner of old trends and to this day have not been able fully to
break those fetters’.” Now, he assured them, the Soviet Union sought a new era,
based on stability and permanence. It was marked by the signing of a mutually
advantageous grain deal, to compensate for fluctuating Soviet harvests and the
failures of its agriculture. The super-powers declared that international relations
were to move from ‘from confrontation to negotiation’."®
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The election of 1976 brought to the White House a President, Carter, who sought
a moral dimension to foreign policy. Republicans distanced themselves from what
they saw as Carter’s overzealous and counterproductive espousal of human rights.
Their criticism has been reiterated in subsequent historiography. Yei normative
foreign policy had much external resonance at the time. In the USSR, dissidents
such as Andrei Sakharov considered resolute and sustained pressure from: the West
necessary. It was the only way to make communist governments respect their
Helsinki undertakings on human rights.

In the summer of 1980 Poland erupted for the third time in a decade, this time
through peaceful mass strikes and demonstrations. In its first public statement on
the Gdarisk events, the US State Department considered current difficuities ones
for ‘the Polish people and the Polish authorities’ to work out by themselves. A
clarifying comment added that past US statements on behalf of ‘rebel workers’ had
been counterproductive. Nothing should be done to show a ‘red flag — or a trigger
— to the Soviets’.'"* On 25 August, National Security Adviser Brzezinski urged the
President to underline American interests in these developments through letters
to Western European leaders. Their purpose was to initiate an exchange of views
on Poland, ‘so that a common Western policy would emerge’. They might also
express American concern about possible Soviet intervention, though not to Moscow
directly. Brzezinski included the Pope in this purview. At a private meeting in June
1980, he had found ‘a man of extraordinary vision and political intelligence. In a
sense, I think it is fair to say that today he is the outstanding Western leader’."”

US policy towards Poland was evolving rapidly. As usual, Washington was
speaking in several voices. There was an intention to ‘calm the Poles down’ in
order to stabilise the internal situation. In particular, the policy was to deter false
hopes that an armed uprising in Poland would receive Western military assistance
(on the lines of that given to Afghanistan). The Poles were to be given support to
strengthen their resistance to ‘Marxist-Leninist totalitarianism’ and tc help eman-
cipate the region from Soviet hegemony. In the latter view, the Polish crisis which
began in 1980 proved to be the ‘last major, protracted Cold War battle in Europe,
involving competition between the two super-powers over the international orienta-
tion and domestic system of one of the major nations of Europe’.'® A corollary of
this Washington analysis was that the Western European states, ‘perceiving the
Polish events as destabilizing and hopeless’, distanced themselves from attempts to
influence Soviet policy, thereby weakening the American ability to do so."”

Behind closed doors in Washington, the predominant view in September 1980
was ‘the likelihood, [as] most people saw it, of Soviet military intervention, sooner
or later, to crush the Polish reform movement’.'® East European and Soviet specialists
were mindful of the 1956 and 1968 precedents. While Poland (which had not been
invaded since the war) was regarded as a more complex military target, from which
resistance could be anticipated, so also was its strategic position more vital for the
Soviet Union. ‘The widely-held view was that the USSR would not hesitate for
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endorsed these fears. Under the unreformed system they were protected by helping
hands from above; radical change would be a voyage into the unknown. It would
bring greater rights, but also greater responsibilities. The impact on Go:rbachev of
such sophisticated thinking resulted in the impact of Gorbachev on Eastern Europe.

Rational Soviet analysis suggested that the three main reasons for being in
Eastern Europe had turned into their opposites. A sought-for security zone was
chronically unstable. The areas of economic exploitation had become the reverse.
It became apparent, especially after the Western energy crisis from 1973, that this
was empire of a novel sort: the centre was subsidising the periphery. Finally, instead
of endorsing and following the ‘Soviet model’, most East European states were
incurably revisionist. The first split with Tito, ably analysed by Leonid Gibianskii,
was followed by the Soviet-Yugoslav rapprochement after Stalin’s death. National
communism seemed thereby to be sanctioned.

Gorbachev buried the Brezhnev Doctrine at the autumn 1987 session of the UN
General Assembly. Soviet troops were brought home from Afghanistan, a process
completed by February 1989. The concomitant message to East European communist
leaders was clear: make what compromises with your local populations that you
need to stay in power; there will be no ultimate sanction of force to sustain your
rule. It is an irony of history that the Eastern European leaders, even the few who
were relatively young (with the possible exception of General Jaruzelski in Poland),
missed the message. Given the golden opportunity to present themselves as national
leaders, differentiated and freed from Moscow, they missed out and disappeared
altogether. Their hesitation may have been through lack of imagination. It was
also the product of experience: Gorbachev was a reformist leader, promising to
underwrite dramatic changes. But would he last? If he did not, his Eastern European
adherents would look vulnerable and probably be disposed of by Gorbachev's more
orthodox successors.

We did not blow the planet up during the Cold War, though we came close, but
neither did we live at peace. Cold War peculiarities were anticipated by Hobbes: ‘as
the nature of Foule weather lyeth not in a showre or two of rain; but in the inclina-
tion thereto of many dayes together: So that the nature of War, consisteth not in
actuall fighting; but in the known disposition thereto, during all the time there is no
assurance to the contrary. All other time is PEACE’ #
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