THE COLLAPSE OF COMMUNISM

Norman Davies, in his epic “Europe:A History”, has these comments to make about the end of the communist era.

First, he uses Mikhail Gorbachev’s own book, ‘Perestroika’, to summarise the Soviet leader’s own assessment of what was wrong with the Soviet system:

“Further expansion of the Soviet arsenal did not promise greater security.  Military spending had reached levels which precluded any improvement in civilized living standards.  Indeed, the Soviet economy could no longer sustain established patterns of expenditure.  Communist planning methods had failed, the technology gap with the West was widening every day.  The Party was corrupt and dispirited; the young were turning their backs on communist ideology; the citizenry had lost patience with empty promises.  Soviet society was beset by apathy.  Soviet foreign policy was in disarray…….Gorbachev’s strategy lay first in defusing the Cold War….[and then] to move on to the trickier problems of internal reform.”

Davies then goes on to examine the reasons for the communist collapse across eastern Europe.  Attention, he says, should be paid to the lives of ordinary people.

“It now seems that a generation which had lost the pervasive fear of the Stalinist era suddenly decided that enough was enough.  As the Party bosses lost the will to enforce their authority, millions of men and women simply lost the inclination to obey……Independent culture, especially religion, played a greater role than is often supposed.”

Davies remarks upon another feature of 1989 – Gorbachev’s visit to Beijing at the time of the Tiananmen Square demonstrations.  Although he didn’t witness the ensuing massacre, the Chinese experience showed clearly what communist leaders who faced the wrath of the people might expect.  Gorbachev took a lesson – he wasn’t going to allow the Tiananmen massacre to take place in Eastern Europe.  He apparently told Honecker, of East Germany, that he could not count on the use of Soviet troops.  The Brezhnev Doctrine was already dead.

The roll call of the fall of communism runs thus:  Poland, Hungary, East Germany, Czechoslovakia, Romania.  And it seemed to get quicker and quicker.  Davies quotes Timothy Garton Ash: “In Poland it took ten years, in Hungary ten months, in East Germany ten weeks, and in Czechoslovakia…it took ten days.”

The new president of Czechoslovakia, Vaclav Havel, had written about the way in which eastern European citizens lived a strange double life, accepting the public existence of communism, but privately despising it.  In his first speech as Czech president in December 1989, he said “We had all become used to the totalitarian system and accepted it as an unchangeable fact and thus helped to perpetuate it.”

There are certainly political and economic explanations available to explain the collapse of communism, but in the end it seemed to be about people power.  Once the restraints were gone, the people were able to have their say, and it was a resounding – and largely peaceful – rejection of the system that had suppressed them for over forty years.

