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> MEMORIES, LEGACIES AND CHALLENGES: THE UNIFICATION OF EUROPE 
20 YEARS AFTER

 

Invitation by the" Institut Pierre Werner" to the 6th European Cultural and Social Forum 
on 18 and 19 September in Luxemburg.

This was a two-day event with the objective 
of stimulating discussion, among politicians, 
ambassadors, university lecturers, writers, 
scientists and experts, of the historic changes 
in Europe in 1989 and their impact on Europe 
today. 

On the first day contemporary witnesses and 
politicians revived memories of the historic 
moment. Although the scenes they described 
were largely identical, their interpretations 
often differed. Mario Hirsch, Head of the "Pierre 
Werner Institute", introduced and managed 
the transitions between these different but 
complementary contributions with admirable 
skill.

What was it that provoked the change and when did it begin? Was it the result of politics or did 
resistance first arise among church and civil rights movements? 

One thing was certain: three years after the signing of the Single European Act in 1986 the 
entire social order seemed to be coming apart at the seams. Something had happened that 
could not be reversed.

Anatoly Chernyayev, personal adviser to Mikhail Gorbachev from 1986 to 1991, saw both 
personal and objective reasons for Gorbachev acting the way he did and not otherwise. 
Naturally, ambition certainly played a part, but on the other hand Gorbachev could easily have 
kept the post of General Secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the 
Soviet Union for another 10 to 15 years. 

The old system in the USSR was finished. It could not keep up with the technical revolution 
in the West. The standard of living was low and the ideological goals had been lost. After the 
events of 1968 in France and after the Prague Spring, human rights had become the main focus 
of attention. Gorbachev was faced with the choice of following Brezhnev's and Andropov's line 
or making fundamental changes.

Gorbachev abolished the Brezhnev Doctrine and announced there would be no more 
intervention in the national affairs of the states of the USSR. In Eastern Europe, the implications 
of this situation were immediately clear and the protest movement quickly gained a foothold.

Escaping from the Soviet embrace must certainly be seen as a historic achievement for the 
peoples and states concerned, but it could never have happened if there had not been a 
fundamental change throughout the world. Real, radical change had been inconceivable at the 
time of the Cold War. The decisive development was the improved relations between the two 
world powers, the USSR and the USA.
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Werner Schulz, a former GDR dissident and Member of the European Parliament, emphasised 
that the opposition in the GDR did not appear spontaneously and suddenly in 1989. This 
had been preceded, since 1953, by a chain of events which were all expressions of a genuine 
popular uprising for freedom and reunification. In 1989 the opposition gained new impetus 
and it was the Evangelical Church which was mainly responsible for this. Most importantly, it 
was non-violent. 

In fact, the plan was not to end the GDR but to reform it. It was the pressure of events which 
eventually led to the opening of the Wall. This was not the work of politicians but of a young 
generation setting itself free. Today peace and economic prosperity prevail and Europe is 
growing together, to a far greater extent than Gorbachev intimated.

Whereas Joëlle Timsit, France's ambassador to the GDR from 1986 to 1989, concentrated very 
much on emotional aspects in her talk, Anton Liehm, Czech university lecturer and intellectual, 
was all the more analytical concerning the contribution to the political transformation of the 
countries of Eastern and Central Europe made by the cultural and intellectual opposition. 
He pointed out the great differences between the countries concerned, differences which in 
the east were often greater than in the west. The countries in the east had only one thing in 
common: Russian rule. Prof. Ireneusz Krzeminski of the Institute of Sociology at the University 
of Warsaw, saw the rise of Solidarnosc as the main cause of the demise of the Communist 
system. He did not share the view of Gorbachev as an idealist and sensitive thinker, and 
wondered if the old ghosts of the Communist era had really been laid. 

The actual purpose of the event was to draw attention to latent dangers to the European 
project and to discuss the subject of Europe’s imminent legitimacy crisis.

For Charles Goerens, a former Luxembourg government minister and Member of the European 
Parliament, there could be no progress without radical change; it was no different in the 
European Union.

1989 had been a wake-up call for Europe, but could Europe not have achieved more by now? 
For example, Europe had no satisfactory responses with regard to climate change or security 
policy. On the essential questions Europe remained silent.

However, internal cohesion was precisely what Europe needed to be able to appear on the 
world stage as an example and champion of a new and more ethical economic order.

Enlargement had been a great step forward and in the interest of all concerned. Even the 
behaviour of neighbouring states was influenced by this. It was therefore important that 
Europe should say clearly what its aspirations for the future were.

Much had been achieved, fascism and dictatorship had been overcome, but now new 
challenges were waiting. Money would be in short supply and levels of public debt were 
alarming. This could have a detrimental effect on our political will if we failed to eliminate 
social inequalities, both in the EU and at global level.


