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ABSTRACT: This paper begins by noting the way in which examination of the Berlin Wall 
has been removed in the popular media from the consideration both of what happened 
afterwards, and to an extent from what happened elsewhere in 1989. It considers three 
functions of the Wall, as a natural outgrowth of Soviet-style socialism, as something which 
united the Western Alliance, and as a practical barrier to keep East Germans in their prison-
state. It ends with two short stories, one of the East German spokesman who unintentionally 
sanctioned the destruction of the barrier, and another of the Border Guard who greeted the 
West German President on the night of 10 November 1989. 

 

The fall of the Berlin Wall is now further from contemporary observers than the outbreak of 
the Second World War was from that of the First. The Wall has, therefore, become both a 
legend and an icon, just as its place in a complex and punctuated history is being occluded by 
a simpler story of frustrated citizens tearing down a symbol of their common oppression. 
Indeed, the whole examination of 1989 as a year of lasting revolution seems to be something 
that people now shy away from. 1848, 1866-7, 1916-19, and 1945 seem to occupy far more 
scholarly time than 1989-91. At times, what some more excitable political minds hailed as the 
‘End of History’ now seems almost excluded from discourse. Even the author of the phrase 
‘end of history’, as applied to 1989, has recanted. 

 

My somewhat impressionistic response to coverage of the fall of the wall might yield an 
interesting paper from a student of the issue: Why is it that David Hasselhoff seems to be 
mentioned more than, say, John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King, Richard Nixon, Ronald 
Reagan, or the pastor whose prayer protest movement helped undermine the legitimacy of the 
DDR at a critical stage, Christian Führer? Is it that the modern media are so sensitive to the 
partisan way in which political figures of the sixties, seventies and eighties are now 
approached that it is safer to focus on celebrities, or do the journalists just not know about 
people that their audiences might only briefly remember? 



 

From a somewhat more cynical point of view, it seems appropriate that global politicians 
would prefer a limited version of the fall of the wall as a simple event based on people power, 
to any more complex analysis. After all, a deliberate forgetting might benefit living political 
groups. In 2014, the successor to the DDR-era communist party in the German Federal 
Republic was the third-largest party in the Bundestag, and commanded around 7% of the 
national vote. The present Chancellor, Angela Merkel, earned her doctorate in the DDR, and 
was briefly a spokesperson for its rump regime. Her predecessor, Gerhard Schröder, has 
made a lucrative career out of his ties with Russian political and energy interests. His 
predecessor, Helmut Köhl, spent years keeping his StaatsSicherheitdienst (StaSi) files out of 
the public domain, and his last but one predecessor was forced out of office because a key 
aide was sending information to the DDR. Close examination of the politics of the Wall, 
beyond simply recording who condemned it, might ultimately prove embarrassing to those 
who retained back-channel ties or who occasionally informed for the DDR. For them, it 
might be better to leave the legend of the end of the ‘anti-fascist protection barrier’ alone. 

 

There is a further corollary to this point. Post-Wall communists or reformed members of the 
pre-1989 nomenklatura have since the fall produced two presidents and four prime ministers 
in Poland, between ten and thirty per cent of the votes in Hungary, and 14% of the vote in the 
Czech republic. A former KGB attaché in Germany, whom I think I do not have to name, has 
been elected President of the Russian Federation twice. In addition, the International Court of 
Justice has held forth on the legality of walls in US-allied states, and found them wanting; 
Yemen, Saudi Arabia, Israel, the British in Northern Ireland, and the US itself at the Mexican 
border, have not paid that much heed. 

 

As students of the issue know, the Berlin Wall was never just the graffito-ed monstrosity 
pieces of which one can stare at outside the Imperial War Museum in London. It was more 
like a series of fortifications and zones composed of two parallel barriers—one wire, one 
concrete—which stretched for some 140 kilometres. A ‘death strip’ ran between the two 
lines, the cleared land punctuated by ‘tank traps’ and ‘fakir beds’ and other such 
fortifications. The absurd and the utterly serious seem to cohere somehow in this description 
of landscape gardening for the East German prison-state; it is as though an English country 
Ha-Ha had somehow found its way to the Siege of Malta. Most scholars now believe that the 
wall was built at German, not Russian insistence, and that it had been, if not tacitly 
encouraged, then not opposed thoroughly by President Kennedy. McGeorge Bundy, 
Kennedy’s more hawkish advisor, had noted that the President, for instance, had always 
refused to talk of Berlin in his speeches, preferring instead to talk of western responsibility 
for West Berlin. In discussions through a back channel with Khruschev, Kennedy also found 
time to ask if agreement or de-escalation of the Berlin issue were not possible. 

 

The truth is that the construction of the wall stabilised a massive drain of people and 
resources, reaching into the millions (of individuals and of dollars, still the basis of Eastern 
bloc currency) that threatened the existence of the whole East German state.  



 

Students of 1989 need to be reminded of the evidence that communist rule in central and 
eastern Europe was always of questionable legitimacy and that it weakened or cracked every 
time Soviet power was withheld, which is to say that the area could only be communist if 
dominated. There were serious armed uprisings in the Ukraine and the Baltic States in 1945-
51; similar movements in Poland at the same time; riots in Berlin in 1953; riots in Poznan in 
1956, and a national rebellion in Hungary; Yugoslavia split from Moscow in 1947; Albanian 
resistance took up arms in 1950; the Prague Spring in 1968 and Charter 77 eleven years later 
sought to break away; and three and a half million Germans attempted to escape East 
Germany in the years immediately preceding the construction of the Wall. Between 1980 and 
1982, a Solidarity revolution almost swept Poland as far physically out of the Eastern bloc as 
it had moved spiritually. When in 1987 Mikhail Gorbachev proclaimed his lesser-known 
‘Sinatra doctrine’—‘you do it your way’—Hungary and Poland rushed to the exit. Going 
back further, of course, the reason Lenin needed to have a second Union Treaty to refound 
the USSR was that a policy of korenizatsiya, or ‘putting down roots’ in friendly but native 
movements, did not work. Peoples offered freedom looked for the door, usually quickly. 

 

Recall the way in which the Soviet bloc collapsed. Hungary and Poland raced each out of 
communism. This meant that, in the summer of 1989, Hungary disabled its border fences 
with Austria. 13,000 East Germans bolted. So the state socialists attempted to ban travel to 
Hungary; East Germans ran to Czechoslovakia and occupied the embassies. It was as though 
the ghost of the Hapsburg Empire was inflicting one cut over another on the Soviets who had 
erected their empire over its grave. The suppression of German refugees fed into a huge, 
ongoing Christian delegitimisation of the DDR, and huge numbers of people began gathering 
in the Nikolaikirche in Leipzig in the famed Monday demonstrations. By October, the nerve 
and leadership of the East German government was collapsing. Long years of Christian 
activism, the penetration of minds in the east by West German television and radio 
broadcasting, and memories of unity and freedom, then led to the fall of the Wall. 

 

I should perhaps take some time to make a point about the way in which liberalism then 
diverged in the east. One of the striking things about 1989, and something about which 
students might want to write, is just how ‘neo-liberal’ were the professors, academics, trade 
unionists and former KGB or security people who became the new national leaders. Neo-
liberals at western universities celebrated a perceived triumph in 1989, and in the subsequent 
two decades seem to have believed that those who rose up were doing so in support of 
markets, individualism, western-style consumer choice, and globalism. On the other hand, 
both anecdotal and recorded evidence seems to suggest that those to whom David Hasselhoff 
crooned about ‘Liberty’ had a somewhat different conception of freedom in mind. Many 
scholars on the right and left, such as Tony Ferrara, Domenico Losurdo, Slavos Zizek, and 
Larry Siedentop, have lately begun to emphasise that a second, older concern for balanced 
liberty, or liberty stemming from faith in something outside the individual and rationalist 
economics, exists. It is a curiosity that eastern leaders did not really anticipate or reflect on 
this, possibly as a result of the way in which they were overawed by the EU. Another paper 
ought really to be written on this. 



 

The Soviet grip on Eastern Europe could largely be summed up as a series of ad-hoc and 
barter-based arrangements built on the threat of occupation and the memory of the invasions, 
rapes, and destruction of 1945, leavened by a tendency to blame the Nazis for persistent 
racism, sexism, and the legacy of German history. COMECON, the attempt to create an 
Eastern version of the EEC/EU failed; the Warsaw Pact was never NATO, and no western 
state, even neutral ones which were culturally western, like Austria, ever gravitated towards 
Moscow in the way that Yugoslavia and Romania became friendly with Washington. Perhaps 
a clue lies in the common name for the Soviet War Memorial in Vienna; it is, almost 
universally, referred to as ‘The Tomb of the Unknown Rapist’. 

 

At the height of their power, Soviet leaders and their camp followers never quite grasped this 
point. When they captured Königsberg, in what was then East Prussia and which is now 
Kaliningrad, Soviet soldiers took to writing graffiti on what they mistakenly believed was the 
philosopher Immanuel Kant’s tomb in the cathedral wall (it was in fact merely a memorial). 
‘Now are you convinced that the world is material?’, wrote one clever soldier. I would 
suggest that the otherwise unaccountable popularity of P.G. Wodehouse, Somerset Maugham, 
and Aldous Huxley in socialist Hungary, or the careers of Alexander Solzhenitsyn and Karol 
Wojtyła might suggest otherwise. To paraphrase Kant, ‘Give me your materials and my ideas 
will build a world’, would seem the obvious response. 

 

The second function of the Berlin Wall which seems to me sensible to note today was the 
way in which it united the Western Alliance. NATO was very shaky in the summer of 1961. 
As Fabian Reuger and Frederick Kempe have both noted, the British Prime Minister Harold 
Macmillan was highly reluctant to provoke the eastern bloc in the early sixties; Konrad 
Adenauer was pathologically worried about the betrayal or neutralisation of his state; and 
Charles de Gaulle was concerned for a Franco-German rapprochement in the face of a 
rearmed Germany. As Norman Stone might have noted, French agriculture plus the Saarland 
is as great a power potentially as Berlin plus Ukraine or Moscow plus Ukraine, and given that 
the Ukraine’s wheatfields were in Moscow’s hands there was only one policy available for a 
global France. There was thus no coherent Western line on ‘freedom’ for Berliners or on the 
question of East German refugees, and many played with the idea of a reunited but neutral 
Germany guaranteed by France, rather than the Atlantic powers. The Wall put a stop to all 
that. When East Germans could not come, but the West could blame the Soviets for their 
imprisonment, Western agreement on Berlin became much easier, and Western visits to 
Berlin paradoxically much less inflammatory. West Berlin’s quarantine, or East Berlin’s 
imprisonment, was a neat way to hold the alliance together, to look like defenders of liberty, 
and to delegitimise the USSR and its allies in the global struggle for decolonising hearts and 
minds. 

 

Martin Luther King, who was ever a threat and an offence to the cynical, certainly grasped 
this point. He visited Berlin in 1964, and after some debate was passed through Checkpoint 
Charlie on the basis that his campaign for civil rights and his status as an African-American 



leader would embarrass the West more than the East. In fact, when welcomed into the 
Marienkirche, he told all Berliners that they were in a situation in which the only response 
was not to play the game. They were in a situation which had to be spiritually resisted, he 
said, in a magnificent speech which ended in a communal singing, resonant for all sides, of 
‘Let My People Go’. As Alcyonne Scott, one of King’s translators, put it, 

…this was a man of faith with a profound belief in humanity and in 
reconciliation… it was especially clear for people who really saw no future for 
themselves… this was especially clear for East Berliners in that Church at that 
moment. I was never again in a situation equal to the one I was in there in East 
Berlin. 

 

This was the Martin Luther King who would turn, within two years, against the Vietnam War 
and against the idea that a geographically ‘hot’ but globally ‘cold’ war trapped us all. Lyndon 
Johnson, Richard Nixon, and the forces which they represented and with which they 
associated, did not of course agree; that was why LBJ linked credibility in Vietnam, absurdly, 
with credibility in Berlin just five days after becoming President. As Nixon constantly noted, 
weakness in one theatre would always in his mind lead to the fear of perceived weakness in 
Berlin; and this despite being told by Yuri Gosdev on behalf of Khruschev in 1959 that the 
Soviets had absolutely no intention of taking over West Berlin after the debacle of 1948-9. 
Perhaps men who had been young and junior officers in the Second World War were inclined 
to think the opposite of any reassurance given them by those they regarded as dictators, 
although that was not true of John F. Kennedy, more or less the best of them. 

 

The third function of the Berlin Wall was of course to keep East Germans in the DDR. People 
paid with their lives attempting to get out. Peter Fechter, for instance, is usually recorded as 
the first person killed on the Wall proper, as he and a friend made their dash through the 
fortifications on 17 August 1962. His friend survived and made it. However, others had 
already died attempting to escape the line between the Germanies before the actual Wall was 
fortified, and therefore some chronologies begin with Ida Siekmann, who jumped from a 
third floor window onto an inadequate mattress on 22 August 1961 in an attempt to get away. 
Over the years, people became more and more desperate; Winfried Freudenberg, for instance, 
was killed when attempting to get over the Wall in a balloon on 8 March 1989, and is usually 
recorded as the last before the fall. In truth, we do not know with any accuracy how many 
people were killed on the Wall, as a result of injuries in attempting to escape, via ‘suicides’ 
when chased to capture, or through drowning when attempting to cross the rivers that offered 
another hope. It is certainly no fewer than 136; it is probably not more than 251. When one 
reads a work such as Anna Funder’s Stasiland, detailing the casual brutality, racism, sexism, 
and hypocrisy of the grey, drear state that the DDR was, and its perpetual campaigns against 
decency, family, faith or in fact any sort of virtue, one can only wonder that more did not run. 

 

In such a way did the Berlin Wall become epic. Epics are not, contrary to all that Hollywood 
has taught us—which is very little—stories just about great deeds and great doings. They are, 
if successful as stories, tales in which the small decisions and actions of otherwise unrecorded 



people run parallel to, or even overwhelm, those of the great. The most ordinary things can 
take on universal meaning, because the everyday becomes political. A genuflection in 
Reformation England could be life-threatening; knowledge of a foreign soap opera a matter 
for imprisonment or execution in Pyongyang or East Berlin. Situations like that do things to 
the minds both of those who nominally wield social power and position and those lower in 
status, because in a sense, all who do, or be, also suffer—that is the nature of verbs. I think of 
two people in Berlin in November 1989. Both were functionaries, and neither was a hero, 
really. The first was a man called Günter Schabowski, who on November 9, 1989, was the 
spokesman for the East German Socialist Unity Party. On that date, a confused and angry 
party leadership, against which around 95% of its members appeared to be in revolt, were 
issuing directions from the office of its new Secretary, Egon Krenz. The régime hoped to 
parlay for increased travel through the checkpoints in return for money from the West. 
Armed troops had orders to protect its decisions. Unfortunately, Günter did not understand 
the decision. When asked, ‘When could people move through the checkpoints with minimal 
or no restrictions?’, he must have felt the words forming in his mind after a moment of 
confusion; must have felt the stab of fear when he wondered just after if he had said the right 
thing: ‘From now’. It was the cue for the barriers to be overwhelmed. What if Günter had 
said, ‘Not tonight’, and suggested that people stay at home or away from the Wall until order 
could be enforced by the Volksarmee? 

 

The second person that I think of was a DDR Border Guard Lieutenant. Very early in the 
morning of 10 November 1989, President Richard von Weizsäcker of the Federal Republic 
stepped through the Berlin Wall, near the Brandenburg Gate. He surveyed the dim expanse of 
about three hundred feet of ‘no man’s land’. He and his party, which consisted of a few aides, 
saw coming towards them in the early morning, an armed and uniformed member of the East 
German Border Police. We know this from both the former President’s testimony, and from 
the actions of an Australian television crew, who were at the scene. 

 

No one-knew what was about to happen. The soldier stopped. He tightened. His hand rose to 
his temple, in salute, and he addressed Weizsäcker. ‘Welcome, Mr. President. Everything is 
going to plan and there are no reports of any disturbances’, he said, facing the rubble. 

 

I cannot think of anything more joyfully German and free than that that. 
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