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EASTERN EUROPE IN TRANSITION

WHAT HAPPENED IN EASTERN EUROPE
IN 1989?7*

Daniel Chirot

The world knows that communism in Eastern Europe collapsed in 1989,
and that the USSR set out on a path that not only promises the end of
socialism but threatens its very territorial integrity. But knowing this does not
explain why it all happened. Nor are the implications of all these
revolutionary events as clear as the immediate, short-run strategic effects
that follow from the dissolution of the Warsaw Pact and the Council for
Mutual Economic Assistance.

There are many ways of looking at the ,Revolution of 1989”. As with other
great revolutionary events, the French Revolution of 1789, the European
Revolutions of 1848, the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, or the Chinese
Revolution of 1949, economic, political, cultural, and social analyses offer
only partial insights because everything was interconnected, and yet no single
analysis can entirely absorb all aspects of such cataclysmic events. Even after
200 years, the French Revolution is still a subject for debate, and novel
interpretations remain possible; and if the political controversy generated by
that Revolution two centuries ago has cooled somewhat, for well over a
century and a half it remained a burning issue at the center of European and
world politics.!

Having said this, I should add that for those of us interested in social
change, revolutionary periods offer the most important fields of observation.
We cannot, of course, conduct controlled laboratory experiments that suit
the needs of our research. But in fact, revolutions are large scale social
experiments. Though they are not tailored to scholarly ends, or, by any
stretch of the imagination, controllable, they are the closest thing we have to
those major scientific experiments that have shaped our understanding of the
physical world. Great revolutions, then, are better windows than almost any
other type of historical event into how societies operate in the long run. So,
aside from being immediately and keenly interested in the events that have
taken place in Eastern Europe in 1989 because these are reshaping the
international political order, we also have a fascinating, unexpected,
revealing glimpse into how seemingly stable, enduring social systems fail and
collapse.
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1. The underlying causes

Economic

There is no question that the most visible, though certainly not the only,
reason for the collapse of Eastern European communism has been economic.
It is not that these systems failed in an absolute sense. No Eastern European
country, not even Romania, was an Ethiopia or a Burma, with famine and a
reversion to primitive, local subsistence economies. Perhaps several of these
economies, particularly the Romanian, and to a more limited extent the
Polish one, were headed in that direction, but they had very far to fall before
reaching such low levels. Other economies, in Hungary, but even more in
Czechoslovakia and East Germany, were only failures by the standards of the
most advanced capitalist economies. On a world scale these were rich, well
developed economies, not poor ones. The Soviet Union, too, was still a
world economic and technological power despite deep pockets of regional
poverty and a standard of living that was much lower than its per capita
production figures would indicate.

There is no need to go over the defects of socialist economies in detail.
These have been explained by the many excellent economists from these
countries, particularly the Poles and Hungarians, the two most famous of
whom are Wlodzimierz Brus and Janos Kornai.?

The main problem is that investment and production decisions were based,
largely though not entirely, on political will rather than on domestic or
international market pressures. In order to overcome the force of the
domestic market, which ultimately meant consumer and producer wishes and
decisions, the quantities and prices of goods and services were fixed by
administrative order. To exclude external market forces, which might have
weakened domestic guidance of the economy, foreign trade with the
advanced capitalist world was curtailed and strictly controlled, partly by fiat,
but also by maintaining non-convertible currencies. The aim of curtailing the
power of market forces was achieved, but an inevitable side effect was that
under these conditions, it became impossible to measure what firms were
profitable and what production processes were more or less efficient. There
were no real prices.

As the inefficiencies of socialist economies became evident, it proved
impossible to reform them largely because the managers were so closely tied
to the ruling political machinery. They were able to lobby effectively to steer
investments in their direction, regardless of the efficiency of their
enterprises. Success as a manager was measured by the ability to produce
more, maintain high employment, and attract politically directed investment,
not by producing more efficient, more marketable goods. Equally important
was the fact that the very concept of profit as a measure of efficiency was
foreign to these managers.

Such systems developed inevitable shortages of desired goods. This was
partly because production was so inefficient that it kept the final output of
consumer goods lower than it should have been at such high levels of
industrialization. It was also because the very crude ways of measuring
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success, in terms of gross output, slighted essential services and spare parts,
so that the very production process was damaged by shortages of key
producer goods and services.

But whereas in some cases it was possible to carry out reform, most notably
in agriculture and some services (the outstanding successes were the Chinese
decollectivization of argiculture after 1976 and the Hungarians’ ability to
privatize some services and small scale agricultural production), in industries
the power of the Communist Party and its managers was simply too strong to
carry out real change. Furthermore, the sincere commitment to full
employment and the maintenance of low food prices further damaged
efficiency ®

But none of this would have made the slightest sense without the
ideological base of communism. Some critics of communist economic
arrangements have argued that the system was simply irrational. In strict
economic terms, it may have been, but that hardly explains its long life. The
key is that political will was ultimately the primary determinant of economic
action, and this will was based on a very coherent world view developed by
Lenin, Stalin, and the other Bolshevik leaders. This view then spread to
other communist leaders, and was imposed on about one third of the world’s
population.

Lenin was born in 1870, and Stalin in 1878 or 1879. They matured as
political beings in their teens and early twenties when the most advanced
parts of the world were in the industrial heartland of Western Europe and the
United States, in the Ruhr, or in the newly emerging miracles of modern
technologies being constructed in the American Middle West, from
Pittsburgh and Buffalo to Chicago. It is not mere coincidence that these
areas, and others like them, including the major steel and shipbuilding
centers of Britain, or the coal and steel centers of northern France and
Belgium, became, one hundred years later, giant rust belts with antiquated
industries, overly powerful trade unions, and unimaginative, conservative,
bureaucratic managers. It has been in such areas, too, that industrial
pollution has most ravaged the environment, and where political pressures
resistant to free trade and the imposition of external market forces were the
fiercest in the advanced countries. But in 1900, these areas were progressive,
and for ambitious leaders from a relatively backward country like Russia,
they were viable models.

Lenin, Stalin, and all the other Bolshevik intellectuals and leaders,
Trotsky, Kamenev, Zinoviev, Bukharin and so many others, knew that this
was what they ultimately had to emulate. They felt, however, that they could
make it all happen more quickly and more efficiently by socialist planning
than by the random and cruel play of market forces. Despite the inherent
inefficiencies of socialism, these astonishing, visionary men, particularly
Stalin, actually succeeded. The tragedy of communism was not its failure, but
its success. Stalin built the institutional framework that, against all logic,
forced the Soviet Union into success.® By the 1970s, the USSR had the
world’s most advanced late nineteenth century economy, the world’s biggest
and best, most inflexible rust belt. It was as if Andrew Carnegie had taken
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over the entire United States, forced it into becoming a giant copy of U.S.
Steel, and the executives of the same U.S. Steel had continued to run the
country into the 1970s and 1980s! To understand the absurdity of this
situation, it is necessary to go back and take a historical look at the
development of capitalism.

There have been five industrial ages so far. Each was dominated by a small
set of “high-technology,” leading industries located in the most advanced
parts of the industrial world. Each has been characterized by a period of
rapid, extraordinary growth and innovation in the leading sectors, followed
by slower growth, and finally a period of relative stagnation, overproduction,
increasing competition, declining profits, and crisis in the now aging leading
sectors. It was precisely upon his observations about the rise and fall of the
first industrial age that Karl Marx based his conclusions about the eventual
collapse of capitalism. But each time, one age has been followed by another
as unexpected new technologies have negated all the predictions about the
inevitable fall of profits and the polarization of capitalist societies into a tiny
number of rich owners and masses of impoverished producers.

The ages, with their approximate dates, have been:

(1) the cotton-textile age dominated by Great Britain, which lasted from
about the 1780s into the 1830s;

(2) the rail and Iron age, also dominated by Britain, which went from the
1840s into the early 1870s;

(3) the steel and organic chemistry age, which also saw the development of
new industries based on the production and utilization of electrical
machinery, which ran from the 1870s to World War I, and in which the
American and German economies became dominant;

(4) the age of automobiles and petrochemicals, from the 1910s to the
1970s, in which the United States became the overwhelmingly
hegemonic economy;

(5) and finally, the age of electronics, information, and biotechnology
which began in the 1970s and will certainly run well into the first half of
the next century. In this last age, it is not yet certain which economies
will dominate, though certainly the Japanese and West Europeans are
well on their way to replacing the Americans.”

Transitions have been difficult. Depressions and political turmoil from the
1820s to the 1840s, in the 1870s and 1880s, and in the 1920s and 1930s can be
explained, at least in good part, by the difficult effects of the passage from
one age to another. World War I, or more particularly the mad race for
colonies in the late nineteenth century and the European arms race,
especially the naval race between Germany and Britain, was certainly a
function of the shifting economic balance within Europe. World War II
resulted from the unsatisfactory outcome of the first war, and from the Great
Depression of the 1930s. The shocks from the latest transition to the fifth
industrial age have been very mild by comparison, but the difficulties that
attended past transitions produced many predictions about the imminent
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collapse of capitalism that seemed reasonable at the time.® This brief bit of
economic history has to be connected to the events of 1989.

The Soviet model, that is the Leninist-Stalinist model, was based on the
third industrial age, the one whose gleaming promises of mighty, smoke-
filled concentrations of chemical and steel mills, huge electric generating
plants, and hordes of peasants migrating into new factory boom towns
mesmerized the Bolshevik leadership. The Communist Party of the Soviet
Union found out that creating such a world was not easy, especially in the
face of stubborn peasant and worker refusal to accept present hardships as
the price for eventual industrial utopia. But Stalin persuaded the Party that
the vision was so correct that it was worth paying a very high price to attain it.
The price was paid, and the model turned into reality.’

Later, the same model was imposed on Eastern Europe. Aside from the
sheer use of force used to insure that the East Europeans accepted the model,
it must also be said that the local communists, many of whom were only a
generation younger than Stalin, still accepted the same model. Particularly
those who came from more backward countries still had the same vision. In
Romania, Nicolae Ceausescu held on to it until his last day in power. It was
based on his interpretation of his country’s partial, uneven, and highly
unsatisfactory drive for industrialization in the 1930s, when he was a young
man just becoming an active communist.® To a degree we usually do not
realize, because there the country remained so heavily agricultural, this was
Mao’s vision for China, too.! Today its last practitioner is Ceausescu’s
contemporary and close ideological ally, Kim IlI-Sung.

In the Soviet Union, in the more backward areas of Eastern Europe, in the
already partly industrial areas of China (especially on the coast and in
Manchuria), and in North Korea, the model worked because there were a lot
of peasants to bring into the labor force, because this type of economy
required massive concentrations of investments into huge, centralized firms,
and because, after all, the technology for all this was pretty well worked out.
Also, producer goods were more important than consumer goods at this
stage. (It is worth remembering, too, that these were all areas where
industrialization had begun before communism, either because of local
initiatives, as in Russia or most of Eastern Europe, or because of Japanese
colonial investments, as in North Korea and Manchuria.)

I should note, in passing, that the model is particularly disastrous for very
backward economies that have no industrial base to begin with. Thus,
whatever successes it may have had in East Asia and Europe, it has produced
nothing but disaster when tried in Africa or Indochina.

But if the Stalinist model may be said to have had some success in creating
“third age” industrial economies, it never adapted well to the fourth age of
automobiles, consumer electrical goods, and the growth of services to
pamper a large proportion of the general population. This is why we were
able to make fun of the Soviet model, even in the 1950s and 1960s, because it
offered so few luxuries and services. But the Soviets and those who believed
in the Stalinist-Leninist model could reply that yes, they did not cater to
spoiled consumers, but the basic sinews of industrial and military power, the
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giant steel mills and power generating plants, had been built well enough to
create an economy almost as powerful as that of the United States.

Alas for the Soviet model, the fifth age turned out to be even more
different. Small firms, very rapid change, extreme attention to consumer
needs, reliance on innovative thinking - all these things were exactly what the
Stalinist model lacked. Of course, so did much of America’s and Western
Europe’s “rust belt” industry - chemicals, steel, autos, but even as they
fought rear-guard actions to protect themselves against growing foreign
competition and technological change, these sectors had to adapt because
market pressures were too intense to resist. Their political power was great,
but in capitalist societies open to international trade, not sufficient to
overcome the world market. In the Soviet case, such industries, protected by
the Party, and viewed as the very foundation of everything that communism
had built, were able to resist change, at least for another twenty years. That
was what the Brezhnev years were - a determined effort to hold on to the late
nineteenth century model the Bolsheviks had worked so hard to emulate. So,
from being just amusing, their relative backwardness in the 1970s and 1980s
became dangerous. The Soviets and East Europeans (including the Czechs
and Bast Germans) found themselves in the 1980s with the most advanced
industries of the late 19th and early 20th centuries - polluting, wasteful,
energy intensive, massive, inflexible - in short, with giant rust belts.”

Of course, it was worse than just this. It was not merely the adherence to an
outdated, inflexible model that prevented adequate progress, but all of the
well known failures of socialism. The point is that the strains of keeping out
the world market, of excluding knowledge about what was going on in the
more successful capitalist world, became more and more difficult. It also
became more dangerous because it threatened to deepen backwardness.
Finally, what had been possible in the early stages of communism, when the
leadership was fresh and idealistic about the possibilities of creating a more
perfect world, became more difficult with the growing awareness of the
cynicism about the model’s failure.

But the Soviet and East European leaders in the Brezhnev years were very
aware of their growing problems. Much of their time was spent trying to come
up with solutions that would nevertheless preserve the key elements of Party
rule, Soviet power, and the protection of the new ruling class’s power and
privilege. The Soviets urged their East European dependencies to overcome
their problems by plunging into western markets. That was the aim of
detente. China, of course, followed the same path after 1978. This meant
borrowing to buy advanced technology, and then trying to sell to the West to
repay the debts. But, as we now know, the plan did not work. The Stalinist
systems were too rigid. Managers resisted change. They used their political
clout to force ever greater investments into obsolete firms and production
processes. Also, in some cases, most notably Poland and Hungary, foreign
loans started to be used simply to purchase consumer goods to make people
happier, to shore up the crumbling legitimacy of regimes that had lost what
youthful vigor they had once possessed and were now viewed simply as the
tools of a backward occupying power. This worked until the bills came due,
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and the prices had to be raised. Societies with little or no experience with free
markets responded to price increases with political instability. This was truest
in Poland, but it became a potential problem in Hungary (and China)
because it created growing and very visible social inequities between the
small class of new petty entrepreneurs and the large portion of the urban
population still dependent on the socialist sector.® (Kornai and others have
explained why the partial freeing of the market in economies of shortage
creates quasi-monopolistic situations favoring the rapid accumulation of
profits by those entrepreneurs able to satisfy long repressed, immense
demand.)™

What had seemed at first to be a series of sensible reforms proved to be the
last gasp of European communism. The reforms did not eliminate the
rigidities of Stalinism, but they spread further cynicism and disillusionment,
exacerbated corruption, and opened the communist world to a vastly
increased flow of Western capitalist ideas and standards of consumerism.
They also created a major debt problem. In this situation, the only East
European leader who responded with perfect consistency was Nicolae
Ceausescu. He reimposed strict Stalinism. But neither Romania’s principled
Stalinism, Hungarian semi-reformism, nor Polish inconsistency and hesita-
tion worked.”®

Political and Moral Causes of Change

If understanding economic problems is fundamental, it is, nevertheless,
the changing moral and political climate of Eastern Europe which really
destroyed communism there. There is no better way to approach this topic
than by using the old concept of legitimacy. Revolutions only occur when
elites and some significant portion of the general population, particularly
intellectuals, but also ordinary people, have lost confidence in the moral
validity of their social and political system.

There have never been advanced industrial countries, except at the end of
major, catastrophic wars, in which the basic legitimacy of the system
collapsed. And if some serious questions were raised in Germany after World
War I, France in 1940, or Germany and Japan in 1945, there were no
successful revolutions there. It would be laughable to claim that Eastern
Europe’s economic crisis in the 1980s approached such levels of massive crisis
as those brought about by utter defeat in international war. To witness the
development of such revolutionary situations in times of peace and relative
stability, in societies with a strong sense of their nationhood, with functioning
infrastructures, police forces, armies, and governments, in the absence of
foreign invaders or international crises, without precipitating civil wars,
famines, or even depressions, is unprecedented. No mere recitation of
economic problems can provide sufficient explanation.

To see how this loss of legitimacy occurred, it is necessary to go back to the
beginning.

In the mid- to late 1940s, at least among cadres and a substantial number of
young idealists, communism had a considerable degree of legitimacy, even
where it had been imposed by force, as in all of Eastern Europe. After all,
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capitalism seemed to have performed poorly in the 1930s, the liberal
European democracies had done little to stop Hitler until it was too late, and
Stalin appeared to be a leader who had saved the Soviet Union. The claim
that Marxism-Leninism was the “progressive,” inevitable wave of the future
was not so far-fetched. In fact, many intellectuals throughout Europe, East
and West, were seduced by these promises.'s

In the Soviet Union itself, as in China after 1949, communism benefited
from the substantial nationalist accomplishments it had to its credit.
Foreigners had been defeated, national greatness reasserted, and for all of
the problems faced by these regimes, there was clear economic growth and
extraordinary progress.!”

The repressions, terror, and misery of life in the early 1950s soured some
believers, but after Stalin’s death, reform seemed possible, and after all, the
claims made about rapid urbanization, industrialization, and the spread of
modern health and educational benefits to the population were true. Not
1956, when the Hungarian revolution was crushed, but 1968 was the decisive
turning point. That was when the implications of the Brezhnev policy became
clear. Fundamental political reform was not going to be allowed. It must be
said in Brezhnev’s defense that what happened in 1989, both in Eastern
Europe and in China, has proved that in a sense he and his policy of freezing
reform were perfectly correct. To have done otherwise would have brought
about an earlier demise of communism. Economic liberalization gives new
hope for political liberalization to the growing professional and bureaucratic
middle classes and to the intelligentsia. It further increases the appeal of
liberal economic ideas as well as of democracy. The demand for less rigid
central control obviously threatens the party’s monopoly on power.

Whatever potential communist liberalism may have had in the Prague
Spring of 1968, the manner in which it was crushed, and the subsequent
gradual disillusionment with strictly economic reform in Hungary and Poland
in the 1970s, brought to an end the period in which intellectuals could
continue to be hopeful about the future of communism.

But this was not all. The very inflexibility of communist economies, the
unending shortages, the overwhelming bureaucratization of every aspect of
life created a general malaise. The only way to survive in such systems was
through corruption, the formal violation of the rules. That, in turn, left
many, perhaps almost all of the managerial and professional class, open to
the possibility of blackmail and to a pervasive sense that they were living a
perpetual lie.’®

Then, too, there was the fact that the original imposition of the Stalinist
model had created tyranny, the arbitrary rule of the few. One of the
characteristics of all forms of tyranny, whether ideological and visionary, as
in this case, or merely self-serving and corrupt, is that it creates the possibility
for the dissemination and reproduction of petty tyranny at every level. With
tyrants at the top, entire bureaucracies become filled with tyrants below
them, and more below them, behaving arbitrarily and out of narrow self-
interest. The tyrants at the top cannot hope to enforce their will unless they
have subservient officials, and to buy that subservience they must allow their
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underlings to enjoy the fruits of arbitrary power. In any case, arbitrary, petty
tyranny becomes the only model of proper, authoritative behavior.

This is one of the explanations given in recent attempts to explain the very
widespread, almost uncontrolled spread of the purges in the USSR in the
1930s, and of course, of the ravages of the Chinese Cultural Revolution from
1966 to 1976. Once the model is set from the top, imitating that behavior
becomes a way of insuring survival for officials. But even beyond this, there is
the fact that a tyrannical system gives opportunities for abuse which do not
otherwise exist, and lower level officials use this to further their own, narrow
ends. (This is not meant to suggest that in some way the tyrants who ruled
such systems, and their immediate followers, can be absolved of responsibility
for the abuses; it does imply that the way in which tyrannies exercise power is
necessarily deeply corrupt.)’

Daily exposure to petty tyranny, which at the local level rarely maintains
the ideological high ground which may have inspired a Lenin, Stalin, Mao, or
even a Ceausescu, also breeds gradual disgust with corruption and the
dishonesty of the whole system. In the past, peasants subjected to such petty
tyranny may have borne it more or less stoically (unless it went too far), but
educated urbanites living in a highly politicized atmosphere where there were
constant pronouncements about the guiding ideological vision of fairness,
equality, and progress could not help but react with growing disgust.?

In that sense, the very success of communism, in creating a more urban,
more educated, more aware population, created the potential for disintegra-
tion. The endless corruption, the lies, the collapse of elementary social trust,
the petty tyranny at every level - these were aspects of life less easily
tolerated by the new working and professional classes than they might have
been by peasants. (This remains, of course, the advantage of the Chinese
Communists; they can still rely on a vast reservoir of peasant indifference and
respect for authority as long as agriculture is not resocialized.)*

The whole movement toward the creation of alternate social institutions,
free of the corruption and dishonesty of the official structures, was the great
ideological innovation of what began to emerge in Poland in the 1970s and
1980s as the movement toward the creation of a “civil society.” Traditional
revolutionary resistance, taking to the streets, planning covert military
actions, and assassinations might be fruitless because they could only bring
down a heavy military intervention by the Soviets. But simply by beginning to
turn away from the state, by refusing to take it seriously, Polish, and then
other Central European intellectuals exposed the shallowness of com-
munism’s claims, and broke what little legitimacy communist regimes still
had. It is because of his early understanding of this fact, and his excellent
descriptions of how this new ideology grew in Central Europe, that Timothy
Garton Ash has earned his justly deserved fame.?

Certainly, in the Soviet Union all these forces were at work, too, but the
patriotism engendered by major power status (though it has turned out that
this was largely Russian, not “Soviet,” pride and patriotism), the sheer size of
the military, and the long history of successful police terror and repression
kept the situation under better control than in much of Central Europe. Yet,
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combined with the slow erosion of legitimacy, there was also the fundamental
economic problem alluded to above, namely the failure to keep up with the
rapidly emerging fifth industrial age in Western Europe, the United States,
and most astonishingly for the Soviets, in East Asia.

There is no doubt that in the mid-1980s, after Solidarity seemed to have
been crushed in Poland, with the Soviets massacring Afghan resistance
fighters, with Cuban troops successfully defending Angola, with Vietnam
controlling all of Indochina, it seemed to the rest of the world that Soviet
military might was insurmountable in countries where the Soviet system had
been imposed. But underneath, the rot was spreading. So the question is not,
“What was wrong with Eastern Europe,” or “Why was communism so
weak?” BEvery specialist and many casual observers knew perfectly well that
was wrong. But almost none guessed that what had been a slowly developing
situation for several decades might take such a sudden turn for the worse.
After all, the flaws of socialist economic planning had been known for a long
time. Endemic corruption, tyranny, arbitrary brutality, and the use of sheer
police force to maintain communist parties in power were hardly new. None
of these facts answers the question, “Why 1989?” Almost all analysts thought
that the Soviet system would remain more or less intact in the USSR itself and
in Eastern Europe for decades more.

To understand why this was not to be requires shift in analysis from a
discussion of general trends to a review of some specific events in the
1980s.

.2, The Events of the 1980s

No single event can explain what happened, but if there was a central, key
series of developments that began to unravel the entire system, it has to be
located in the interaction between events in Poland in the early 1980s and a
growing perception by the Soviet leadership that their own problems were
becoming very serious.

As late as 1987, and throughout most of 1988, most specialists felt that the
Soviet elite did not understand the severity of their economic situation.
Gorbachev almost certainly did, as did many of the Moscow intellectuals.
But there was some question about the lesser cadres, and even many of the
top people in the government. But as Gorbachev’s mild reforms failed to
have a beneficial impact, and as the original impact of his policy of openness,
encouragement, and anti-alcoholism ran into sharply diminishing returns,
the Soviet economy began to slip back into the stagnation of the late
Brezhnev years.?

Serious as rising discontent in the Soviet Union might have seemed to
Gorbachev, this would not have been enough had it not been for the direct
military implications of the Soviet’s inability to keep up with the
developments of the fifth industrial age. While the Soviet nuclear deterrent
was unquestionably safe and effective in preventing any possibility of a
frontal attack by the United States, the growing gap between western and
Soviet computer and electronic technology threatened to give NATO (and
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ultimately Japan) a striking advantage in conventional weapons. This is
almost certainly why the Soviets were so worried about “Star Wars,” not
simply because the illusion of an effective anti-ballistic missile defense was
likely to unbalance the nuclear arms race. Pouring billions into this kind of
research was likely to yield important new advantages in lesser types of
electronic warfare that could be applied to conventional air and tank battles.
This would nullify the Soviets’” numerical advantage in men and machines,
and threaten Soviet military investments throughout the world.?

Given the long standing recognition by the major powers that nuclear war
was really out of the question, a growing advantage by the capitalist powers in
electronic warfare threatened to turn any future local confrontation between
Western and Soviet allies into a repetition of the Syrian-Israeli air war of
1982. From the Soviet point of view, the unbelievable totality of Israel’s
success was a warning of future catastrophes, even if Israel’s land war in
Lebanon turned out to be a major failure?

There was one other, chance event that precipitated change in the Soviet
Union by revealing to the leadership the extent of the country’s industrial
ineptitude. This was the Chernobyl catastrophe. But unlucky as it may have
been, it served more to confirm what was already suspected than to initiate
any changes of itself. The fact is that many such massive industrial and
environmental accidents have happened before in the Soviet Union. When
they occurred in the past, they had little effect, though throughout the 1970s
and 1980s, there was a growing environmental movement. But on top of
everything else, the 1986 nuclear plant accident seemed to galvanize
Gorbachev and his advisors.?

Meanwhile, in Eastern Europe, the communist orthodoxy imposed under
Brezhnev was seriously threatened in Poland. Rising discontent there had
made Poland ungovernable by the mid 1980s. It seemed that Hungary was
going to follow soon. Economic reforms were not working, the population
was increasingly alienated, and while there was no outward sign of immediate
revolt, the Jaruzelski regime had no idea how to bring the situation back
under sufficient control to be able to carry out any measures that stood a
chance of reversing the economic decline and regaining the trust (rather than
the mere grudging and cynical acceptance) of the population.?

In retrospect, then, the events in Poland in the late 1970s, from the election
of a Polish Pope, which galvanized the Poles and created the massive popular
demonstrations that led to the creation of Solidarity, to the military coup
which seemed to destroy Solidarity, had set the stage for what was to happen.
But the slow degeneration of the situation in Poland, or in all of Eastern
Europe, would not have been enough to produce the events of 1989 had it not
been for the Soviet crisis. On the other hand, had there been no breakdown
of authority in Poland, and a looming, frightening sense of economic crisis
and popular discontent in Hungary, and probably in the other Eastern
European countries too, the Soviets would certainly have tried to carry out
some reforms without giving up their European empire. The two aspects of
the crisis came together, and this is why everything unravelled so quickly in
the late 1980s.%
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Gorbachev must have realized that it was only a matter of time until there
was an explosion - a bread riot leading to a revolution in Poland, or a major
strike in Hungary ~ which would oblige the government to call out the army.
The problem was that neither the Polish nor Hungarian armies were
particularly reliable. The special police could always be counted on, but if
they were overwhelmed it would be necessary to call in Soviet troops. This
the Soviet economy could not bear if it was also to reform itself enough to
begin to meet the challenges of the fifth industrial age, especially if this
involved increasing trade and other contacts with the advanced capitalist
countries,

I believe that sometime in 1988 Gorbachev decided that it was necessary to
head off the danger before it was too late to prevent a catastrophic crisis.*® I
cannot prove this, because the documentation is not available, but I am
almost certain that because of this decision, in discussions with the Poles
there emerged a plan to allow partially free elections and the reopening of
talks with Solidarity. The aim would be to relegitimize the regime, and give it
enough breathing room to carry out economic reforms without risking strikes
and massive civil disobedience. The idea of “Roundtable” talks between
Solidarity and the regime was proposed in a televised debate between Lech
Walesa and a regime representative on November 30, 1988. The talks
themselves began on February 6 1989.3

It did not work. The reason is that everyone - Gorbachev, the communist
parties of Eastern Europe, foreign specialists, and intelligence services in
NATO and the Warsaw Pact - vastly underestimated the degree to which the
moral bankruptcy of communism has destroyed any possibility of relegi-
timizing it.

There was something else, too, an event whose import was not fully
appreciated in the West, and which remains almost unmentioned. In January
of 1989, Gorbachev tried an experiment. He pulled almost all of the Soviet
army out of Afghanistan. The United States and the Pakistani army expected
this to result in the rapid demise of the communist regime there. To
everyone’s surprise, it did not. I think that this might have been an important
card for Gorbachev. He could point to Afghanistan when his conservative
opponents, and especially his military, questioned his judgment. Afghanistan
was proof that the Soviets could partially disengage without suffering
catastrophe, and that in some cases, it might even be better to let local
communists handle their own problems. I suspect that a rapid victory by the
anti-communist guerrillas in Afghanistan would have slowed progress in
Eastern Europe, if not ended it entirely.®

We know how rapidly event followed event. Despite the patently unfair
arrangements for the Polish election designed to keep the Communist Party
in power, the electorate refused, and Party rule collapsed. Since the Soviets
had agreed to the process, and wanted to avoid, at almost any cost, a war of
invasion, they let Poland go. Once it became obvious that this was
happening, the Hungarians set out on the same path.*

Then, partly out of a well-timed sense of public relations, just before
George Bush’s visit, the Hungarians officially opened their border with
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Austria. In fact, the border had not been part of any ,iron curtain” for a long
time, but this move gave thousands of vacationing East Germans the idea
that they could escape to the West. We know that this set off a mass hysteria
among East Germans who had given up hope of reform, and whose
demoralization and disgust with their system led hundreds of thousands to
want to flee. They rushed to West Germany embassies in Budapest and
Prague, and began demonstrating in East Germany, particularly in Leipzig
and Dresden.®

The failure of communism in East Germany, in many ways, represents the
ultimate failure. Here was a country that was not poor, where there were 200
automobiles for every 1000 inhabitants, and where, for years, western,
particularly West German, sympathizers had said that communism was
working by producing a more communal, more kindly Germany than the
harsh, market driven, materialistic West German Federal Republic. It was
another misconception born of wishful thinking.®

It is known that Honecker ordered repressive measures. Earlier, during
the summer, Chinese officials had visited East Berlin to brief the East
Germans on how to crush pro-democracy movements. But during his early
October visit to East Germany, Gorbachev had publicly called for
change and let it be known that the Soviets would not intervene to stop
reform

Now, in October, ambulances were readied to cart away the thousands of
dead and injured bodies in Leipzig and perhaps Dresden that were to sure to
be produced by the crackdown. This was prevented. Most accounts credit a
local initiative in Leipzig led by the conductor Kurt Mazur, though the
central party machinery, taken in hand by Egon Krenz, also played a
pacifying role. It is likely that an appeal was made to the Soviets, and that the
local Soviet military commander said he would not intervene. Knowing this,
the East German Communist Party simply overthrew Honecker rather than
risk physical annihilation.*”

East Germany was no China, despite Honecker’s claim that it would be; it
had no reserve of ignorant, barely literate peasant boys to bring into the
breach; and its economy was far too dependent on the West German
connection to risk a break. So, once repression was abandoned, the system
collapsed in a few weeks. With East Germany crumbling, the entire edifice of
communist rule in Eastern Europe simply collapsed. On November 9 the
Berlin Wall was opened. It was no longer possible to maintain it when the
government of East Germany was losing control over its population, and the
rate of flight was increasing at such a rapid rate.

East Germany was always the key Soviet position in Europe.® It was on
the internal German border that the Cold War began, and it was there that
the military might of the two superpowers was concentrated. When the
Soviets abandoned the East German hard liners, there was no hope
anywhere else in Eastern Europe. The Bulgarians followed in order to
preserve what they could of the Party, and Todor Zhivkov resigned after 35
years in power on the day after the Berlin Wall was opened (November 10).
This was surely no coincidence. A week later, demonstrations began in
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Prague, and within ten days, it was over. Only Nicolae Ceausescu of
Romania resisted.®

Enough is now known about Ceausescu’s Romania so that it is unnecessary
to give much background. Only three points must be made.

Ceausescu himself still held on to the Stalinist vision. Aside from the
possible exception of Albania (which began to change in the spring of
1990),% there was only one other communist country like this, where the
model was so unquestioned - North Korea. In fact, Ceausescu and Kim
[I-Sung had long considered themselves close allies and friends, and their
styles of rule had many similarities. Yet in Romania, and probably in North
Korea as well, this model turned sour about two decades ago, and pursuing it
meant economic stagnation, a growing gap between reality and ideology, and
the progressive alienation of even the most loyal cadres.”

Second, Romania was the most independent of the Warsaw Pact European
countries, and so felt itself less dependent on Soviet support. But though this
brought considerable legitimacy to the Romanian regime in the 1970s, when
partial independence was thought to be grounds for hope, by the late 1980s
that hope had failed, and the intellectuals, as well as a growing number of
ordinary urban people, had noticed that the Soviet Union had become more
progressive than Romania®? In southern Romania, they listened to
Bulgarian television and radio, and when they heard that even there (for the
Romanians Bulgaria has always been a butt of jokes as a backward,
thickheaded, peasant nation) there were reforms, it must have had a
considerable impact. In the north and west, Romanians could pick up the
Hungarian and Yugoslav media, and so be informed about what was going on
elsewhere. In the east, of course, they had the example of the Soviet Union,
and of Romanian speaking Soviet Moldavia, where, for the first time since
the 1940s, people were freer to demonstrate than in Romania itself. I should
add that aside from broadcasts from these neighboring countries, Radio Free
Europe, too, played a major role in educating Romanians about what was
going on elsewhere in Eastern Europe. The point is that, again unlike China,
it proved impossible to keep the news about the world out of the reach of the
interior.

Finally, and this is much less known than other aspects of Romania’s recent
history, even at its height the Ceausescu regime relied very heavily on the
fear of Soviet invasion to legitimize itself. There was always the underlying
assumption that if there was too much trouble, the Soviet tanks would come
in, and was it not better to suffer a patriotic Romanian tyrant than another
episode of Soviet occupation? Once it became clear, in 1989, that the Soviets
were not going to march, the end was in sight. It was only because Ceausescu
himself was so out of touch with reality, and because he had so successfully
destroyed his Communist Party by packing it with relatives and sycophants
(like Kim Il-Sung) that no one told him the truth, and he was unable to
manage the more peaceful, gradual, and dignified exit of his Bulgarian
colleague Todor Zhivkov.®

So, in the end, communism collapsed. The ramifications are far from clear,
and there is no way of knowing how things will develop in the Soviet Union.
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But come what may in the USSR, it is certain that the Soviet empire in
Eastern Europe is dead, and that there are almost no foreseeable
circumstances that would make the Soviet army invade any of its former
dependents. We cannot be sure what directions the various revolutions of
Eastern Europe will take, though it is safe to predict that there will important
differences from country to country. On the whole, it is also possible to be
somewhat optimistic about the future of Eastern Europe, or at least its
northern, “Central European” parts, if not necessarily of the Balkans and the
Soviet Union. Why this is so I shall leave to my concluding remarks in which I
will try to draw together some of the lessons Eastern Europe has taught us
about revolution and social change in general.

3. On the Causes of Revolution in Advanced Societies

Eastern Europe and the Traditional Causes of Revolution

Most widely accepted sociological models of revolution provide limited
help in explaining what happened in Eastern Europe in 1989.

There was no sudden fall in well-being after a long period of improvement.
If the Polish, Hungarian, and Romanian economies were deteriorating (at
very different rates), the East German and Czechoslovak ones were not yet
causing immediate problems. People felt deprived when they compared their
lives to those available in Western Europe, but this had been true for well
over three decades. In Poland, as a matter of fact, the sharpest period of
economic deterioration was in the early 1980s, and though the situation had
not improved much since then, it could be assumed that people were getting
used to it.*

In Poland, there was a prolonged period of protest marked by open
explosions in 1956, 1968, 1970, 1976, and of course 1980-1981. As time
advanced, Poles learned to organize better and more effectively. But this
gradual mobilization and organization seemed to have been decisively
broken by the military seizure of power. In fact, there is good evidence that
the Communist Party and police had learned even more from the long series
of protests than the protesters themselves, and had become very adept at
handling trouble with just the right level of violence. Certainly, in the early
1980s the Jaruzelski regime was able to impose peacefully a whole series of
price increases that in the past had provoked massive, violent uprisings.*

Only in Hungary was there much open mobilization of protest in the late
1980s, and that only in the last couple of years. Much of it was over ecological
and nationalist issues that did not take the form of direct anti-regime activity.
In fact, the communists even supported some of this activity.i

None of the other countries had much open dissent. At most, in
Czechoslovakia a few, seemingly entirely isolated, intellectuals had
organized themselves, but they had no followers. In East Germany the
Protestant churches had supported some limited draft protests and a small
peace movement, but the regime had never been directly threatened. In
Bulgaria only a tiny handful of intellectuals ever made any claims to protest.
In Romania, there had been some isolated outbreaks of strikes in the late
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1970s, and a major riot in one city, Brasov, in 1987, but there, even
intellectual protest was muted, and rarely went beyond very limited literary
activities.”

The international position of the East European countries was not at stake,
either. Whereas in the Soviet Union it is clear that key elites, particularly in
the KGB, saw the impending danger to the USSR’s international strength, in
Eastern Europe no one cared about this kind of issue. None of these
countries’ elites saw their countries as potentially powerful nations, nor was
their national existence threatened by any outsiders except the Soviets. And
that threat, present since 1945, was now so highly attenuated as to be almost
absent. That the Soviets were unpopular in Eastern Europe was a given, and
a very old one, but there was no new risk of further intervention or damage
because of these countries” weakness.*

Perhaps, however, the debt crisis in Poland and Hungary (and in Romania,
because it had provoked such harsh and damaging countermeasures by
Ceausescu) was the equivalent of visible international failure that exposed
the incapacity of the regimes. But though this remained severe in Poland and
Hungary in the late 1980s, elsewhere the problem was not particularly
acute.*

Nor can a very strong case be made for the rise of an economically powerful
new class that was fighting to gain political power. Political and economic
power was firmly in the hands of what Djilas had called the “New Class,” but
that class, the professional party cadres, had been in charge for four decades,
and it seemed neither highly dissatisfied nor in any way revolutionary. The
leadership of the revolutions, if there was any, was in the hands of a few
intellectuals who represented no particular class.™

Poland, of course, was different. There, an alliance between the Catholic
Church, the unionized working class, and dissident intellectuals was very well
organized, and it had almost taken power in 1980. But the days of Solidarity
seemed to have passed, and the regime reasserted visible control. Virtually
none of the Polish opposition thought it had much chance of success in an
open, violent confrontation. So even in Poland, this was not a traditional
revolution. The opportunity for that had passed with the successful
imposition of martial law .

What happened was that the moral base of communism had vanished. The
elites had lost confidence in their legitimacy. The intellectuals, powerless as
they seemed to be, disseminated this sense of moral despair and corruption to
the public by their occasional protests and veiled commentaries, and the
urban public was sufficiently well educated and aware to understand what
was going on. The cumulative effect of such a situation, over decades, cannot
be underestimated. Those who had had hope in the 1940s or 1950s were
replaced by those who had never had hope and who had grown up knowing
that everything was a lie. Educated youths, not just in the universities, but
those who had just gone through high school, knew enough about the rest of
the world to know that they had been lied to, that they had been cheated, and
that their own leaders did not believe the lies.>

What took everyone by surprise was the discovery that the situation was
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not all that different in the Soviet Union. Nor could anyone foresee the kind
of panicked realism, combined with astounding flexibility and willingness to
compromise, shown by Gorbachev. In the end, this was the reason that all of
this happened in 1989 rather than in the 1990s, but sooner or later, it would
have happened anyway.

Eastern Europe Compared to Other Modern Revolutions

This brings up a serious issue. It has long been assumed that modern
methods of communication and the awesome power of tanks, artillery, and
air power would prevent the kind of classical revolution which has shaken the
world so many times since 1789.

Even relatively inefficient regimes, such as the Russian autocracy, or the
KMT in China, fought successfully against revolution until their armies were
decisively weakened by outside invaders. In China’s case, it took the
Communists two decades to build the strong army that finally won power for
them, and they probably would have failed had it not been for the Japanese
invasion.®

Many utterly corrupt, weak African, Asian, and Latin American regimes
have held on to power for a long time with little more than mercenary armies
whose loyalties are purchased by allowing them to loot their own countries.
This is what goes on in, for example, Burma, Gutaemala, and Zaire. Cases
where such regimes were overthrown show that it takes long years of guerrilla
organization and warfare to carry out revolutions, and then the chances of
success are slim. If revolutions occurred in Batista’s Cuba and Somoza’s
Nicaragua, in Uganda Idi Amin held on until he foolishly provoked Tanzania
into attacking him. If Baby Doc Duvalier was frightened into leaving office in
Haiti, it is not clear, even today, that the Duvalier system has been
removed.**

Finally, even anti-colonial wars, when the overwhelming majority of
populations have sympathized with revolutionary movements, have been
long, bloody events when the colonizers have chosen to fight back, as did the
Dutch in Indonesia, the French in Indochina and Algeria, or the British in
Kenya and Malaya (where, however, the Malay population rallied to the
British side against the Chinese revolutionaries). A particularly startling case
was the Bangladesh war, when massive popular opposition to Pakistani rule
still needed help from an Indian military invasion to get rid of the Pakistani
army.®

Only internal military coups, as when the Ethiopian, or much earlier, the
Egyptian monarchies were removed, seem to make for relatively easy
revolutions,*

But none of these types of revolutions fit what happened in Eastern
Europe. There, even if the Romanian case is included, the total level of
bloodshed was minuscule compared to other revolutions. There were
certainly no military coups. In Romania there was almost certainly
cooperation between the army and the population, but no direct coup, and
that was the only case where the army was involved at all. But compared to
any African, Latin American, or almost any non-communist Asian
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dictatorship, the East European communist regimes were overwhelmingly
strong. They had large, effective, loyal secret police forces, an abundance of
tanks and soliders led by well trained (though not necessarily enthusiastic)
officers, excellent internal communications, and no threat of external,
hostile invasion. Only in Romania was the army thoroughly alienated.

Again, we are left with the same explanation, utter moral rot.

Few observers have noticed a startling parallel between events in Eastern
Europe in 1989 and in Iran in 1979. There, too, the Shah should have been
stronger. But even though there were a lot of deaths in the final days, and
months of rioting before the Shah’s departure in January, many were taken
by surprise by the overwhelming lack of legitimacy of the regime. Even the
newly prosperous middle classes and the young professionals, who had much
to lose if the Shah was overthrown, failed to back him.%”

While this is not a suitable place to discuss Iranian society and politics in
the 1960s and 1970s, it is evident that the rapid modernization and
urbanization of the society helped its intellectuals disseminate their feelings
of disgust about the Shah's regime, with its empty posturing, its lies, its
torturers, its corruption, and its lack of redeeming moral values.

We can wonder, of course, to what extent the rising intellectual and
professional classes in urban France in 1787 to 1789 felt the same way about
the French monarchy, church, and aristocracy, and the extent to which such
feelings played a decisive role in unleashing that revolution. We know that in
Petrograd and Moscow from 1915 to 1917, whatever the level of popular
misery, the professional and middle classes felt a good bit of disgust at the
corruption and lack of morality at the Imperial Court.

The lesson may be that in fact we need to combine some Marxist notions of
class with an understanding of John Rawls’ theory of justice as fairness in
order to understand what happened in Eastern Europe. Economic
modernization did, indeed, produce a larger middle class (not in the sense of
bourgeois ownership, of course, but in the cultural and educational sense, as
well in its style of life). That class was in some ways quite favored in
communist regimes. But because of the flaws of the socialist system of
economic management, it remained poorer than its West European
counterpart, and even seemed to be falling further behind by the 1980s. This
is the Marxist, or class and material, basis of what happened.

But what was more important was that almost by definition, the educated
middle classes are well informed, and can base their judgments about
morality on a wider set of observations than those with very limited
educations. The artistic and literary intellectuals who address their work to
these middle classes in a modern society helped them understand and
interpret the immorality of the system, and so played a major role. They
needed receptive audiences, but it was their work that undid Eastern
European communism.

Without the social changes associated with the economic transformations
that took place in Eastern Europe from 1948 to 1988, these revolutions would
not have taken place. But it was not that new classes were striving for power
so much as that a growing number saw through the lies on which the whole



296 Praxis International

system was based. That is what utterly destroyed the will of those in power to
resist.

Once these conditions were set, the massive popular discontent with
material conditions, particularly on the part of the working classes in the
giant but stagnating industries that dominated communist economies, could
come out into the streets and push these regimes over.

Models and Morals

That raises three final points. First, the fundamental reason for the failure
of communism was that the utopian model it proposed was obviously not
going to come into being. Almost everything else could have been tolerated if
the essential promise was on its way to fulfillment. But once it was clear that
the model was out of date, and its promise increasingly based on lies, its
immorality became unbearable. Perhaps, in the past, when other ideologically
based models failed to deliver their promises, because the middle classes and
the intellectuals were present in smaller numbers, systems could still survive,
but not in advanced societies. Thus, the original economic problems spelled
out above, the absurdity of basing a whole social system on an outdated
industrial age, was more than an economic mistake. It undermined the whole
claim to scientific validity which lay at the very heart of Marxism-Leninism.

Second, much of the standard of morality that created such a revolutionary
situation in Eastern Europe was based on the middle classes’” interpretation
of what's going on in other countries, namely in Western Europe. This is one
reason why, despite all the economic and political troubles that are sure to
accumulate in the near future in Eastern Europe, there is some reason for
optimism. Western Europe is no longer the warlike set of competing
imperialistic powers it was when the Eastern Europeans first began to look at
the West as their model in the nineteenth century, continuing through 1939.
All of Western Europe is democratic, its various countries cooperate very
well with each other, and on the whole they have abandoned their
imperialistic pretensions. This means that as a model, Western Europe is a
far healthier place than it was in the past.

This does not mean that all future revolutionary intellectuals and
scandalized middle classes will look to Western Europe or the United States
as their model. After all, the Iranians looked at Islam, and it is only because
Eastern Europe has long been so close to Western Europe that it
automatically looks in that direction.

Third, we must come to realize that in the twenty-first century there will
still be economic problems, political instability, and revolutions. But more
than ever, the fundamental causes of revolutionary instability will be moral.
The urban middle and professional classes, the intellectuals and those to
whom they most directly appeal, will set the tone of political change.
Regimes to which they do not accord legitimacy, because these regimes are
seen as unfair and dishonest, will be shaky. When these classes can be
persuaded to defend their own narrow material interests, when they accept
immoral and unfair behavior, then regimes, no matter how corrupt, will be
safe. But it would be foolish for regimes that are defending essentially unjust
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social systems to rely too much on the continued acquiescence of their middle
classes and intellectuals.

But many of us who study social change must be reminded that we barely
know how to study moral perceptions and legitimacy. We have been so busy
studying material changes, which are, after all, more easily measured and
perceived, that we do not know where to look to sense the moral pulse of key
classes and intellectuals. In some ways, the lesson of Eastern Europe has this
to offer, too. Sometimes literature written for what seems to be a small
handful of people is a better measure of the true state of mind of a society
than public opinion polls, economic statistics, or overt political behavior.

An alternative ,civil society,” places where people could interact freely
and without government interference, where they could turn their backs on
the party-state’s corruption, was in creation in Eastern Europe before 1989.
This alternative civil society was the creation of intellectuals, novelists,
playwrights, poets, historians, philosophers like Vaclav Havel, Miklés
Haraszti, Adam Michnik, George Konrdd, and hundreds of other, less
famous ones. In a sense, in their literature and pamphlets, in their small
discussion circles, they imagined a future that most of their people could only
dimly perceive, and which hardly anyone believed possible.

Vladimir Tismaneanu, in an article entitled ,Eastern Europe: The Story
the Media Missed,” correctly pointed out that most Western observers never
grasped the significance of this creation of an alternative “civil society.”
This is not quite correct, because even before 1989 those most closely
following the intellectual life of East-Central Europe were aware of what was
going on, and were writing about it. Garton Ash was the best known, but a
few others scholars saw it too.” On the whole, however, most of the
specialists on communism were too hard-headed, too realistic, and even too
dependent on social science models to take such highly intellectualized
discussions seriously.

After the fact, it is easy for us to say this. Before the fact, almost none of us
saw it,

NOTES

*  Forthcoming in: Daniel Chirot, Editor, The End of Leninism and the Decline of the Left:
The Revolutions of 1989 (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1991).
* I would like to thank Tim McDaniel for his helpful comments on my paper.

1. Because of its second centennial anniversary in 1989 this has been a particularly busy
period for the publication of new works on the French Revolution. That the event still
generates considerable excitement is shown by the controversies about Simon Schama’s
hostile critique of the Revolution, Citizens: A Chronicle of the French Revolution (New York:
Knopf, 1988). A more positive evaluation is Eric J. Hobsbawm’s Echoes of the Marseillaise:
Two Centuries Look Back on the French Revolution (New Brunswick: Rutgers University,
1990). A lively review essay about recent books on the Revolution is Benjamin R. Barber’s
“The Most Sublime Event,” The Nation, March 12, 1990, pp. 351-360.

2. A review of the condition and prospects for the East European economies can be found
in Eastern European Politics and Societies 2:3 (Fall, 1988), “Special Issue on Economic
Reform” edited by John R. Lampe. Though the articles in this issue emphasize the region’s
economic problems, not all are pessimistic, and none predicted the astounding political
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changes that were to begin within months of publication. The same is true of a slightly older,
but still recent review of Eastern Europe’s economies, with some comparative chapters on
other socialist economies in Ellen Comisso and Laura Tyson, editors, Power, Purpose, and
Collective Choice: Economic Strategy in the Socialist States (Ithaca: Cornell University, 1986).
A surprisingly positive account of the Soviet economy published a few years ago by
Ed A. Hewett also seemed to soften the nature of the crisis, even though Hewett gave an
excellent account of the many problems facing the Soviets. See his Reforming the Soviet
Economy: Equality versus Efficiency (Washington: The Brookings Institution, 1988).

3. Janos Kornai, Economics of Shortage, 2 volumes, (Amsterdam: North Holland, 1980)
and Wlodzimierz Brus, Socialist Ownership and Political Systems, (London: Allen and
Unwin, 1977).

4. The popular resistance to accepting capitalist profits should not, after all, be surprising.
Karl Polanyi’s seminal work, The Great Transformation (Boston: Beacon, 1957) showed how
difficult it was for the English to accept the notion that market forces should regulate the
economy in the early nineteenth century. By now, the capitalist west has had almost two
centuries to get used to this dramatic change in the organizing principles of society, and it has
only been in the last few decades that resistance to the market has waned in Western Europe.
That Eastern Europe, and even more the Russians should view markets with suspicion is
understandable. Among the many discussions of this, Geoffrey Hosking's new book, The
Awakening of the Soviet Union (Cambridge: Harvard, 1990) is particularly good. He writes,
“How many times over the last year or two have [ heard Soviet citizens use the word
‘speculator’ to disparage private traders or co-operatives providing at high prices goods and
services seldom available at all in the state sector? This sullen egalitarianism dovetails neatly
with the interest of the party-state apparatus in retaining their network of controls and hence
their grip on the economy.” (p. 132)

5. On China, see Nicholas Lardy, Agriculture in China’s Modern Economic Development
(Cambridge: Cambridge University, 1983), pp. 190-221. On Hungary see Tamas Bauer, “The
Hungarian Alternative to Soviety-Type Planning,” Journal of Comparative Economics 7:3
(1983), pp. 304-316. See also Ellen Comisso and Paul Marer, “The Economics and Politics of
Reform in Hungary,” in Comisso and Tyson, Power, Purpose, and Collective Action,

6. Though the story is now well known, it is worth reviewing the nightmarish quality of this
success. For a good account, see the essays in Moshe Lewin, The Making of the Soviet Union
(New York: Random House, 1985).

7. The attempt to fit the industrial era into such simple stages oversimplifies its economic
history. Walt W. Rostow identifies nine “trend periods” in his The World Economy: History
and Prospect (Austin: University of Texas, 1978), pp. 298 —348. My industrial ages group
together his first and second periods (1790-1848), take his third period (1848-1873) as a
distinct age, group together his fourth and fifth periods (1873-1920), his sixth, seventh, and
eighth periods (1920-1972), and consider his ninth (starting in 1972) as the beginning of a new
industrial age. I rely more on the history of technology provided by David S. Landes in his The
Unbound Prometheus: Technological Change and Industrial Development in Western Europe
from 1750 to the Present (Cambridge: Cambridge University, 1969) and by the various authors
in Carlo M. Cipolla’s edited series, The Fontana Economic History of Europe (Glasgow:
Fontana/ Collins, volumes 4-6, 1973-1976) than on price data and business cycles. I explain my
reasoning more fully in Daniel Chirot, Social Change in the Modern Era (San Diego: Harcourt
Brace Jovanovich, 1986), pp. 223-230. The point, however, is not to argue about precise
periodization, but to recognize that there are different technologies, different types of social
organization, and different models of behavior at different stages of the industrial era. The
forceful maintenance of an outdated model is one of the main reasons for the backwardness of
Soviet-type economies.

8. Karl Polanyi’s The Great Transformation was one such prediction. So was Lenin’s in
Imperialism, The Highest Stage of Capitalism (New York: International Publishers, 1939). For
an account of the ideological effects of the Great Depression of the 1930s on Eastern Europe,
see Daniel Chirot, “Ideology, Reality, and Competing Models of Development in Eastern
Europe Between the Two World Wars,” Eastern European Politics and Societies 3:3 (1989),
378-411.
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9. Alexander Erlich, The Soviet Industrialization Debate (Cambridge: Harvard University
1960). Whether or not this strategy was necessary remains a subject of debate in the Soviet
Union, where Stephen F. Cohen’s book on Bukharin has been greatly appreciated by the
Gorbachev reformers because Bukharin was the most important ideological opponent of the
Stalin line. See Cohen’s Bukharin and the Bolshevik Revolution, a Political Biography
1888-1938 (Oxford: Oxford University, 1980). For Eastern Europe, however, the issue is
moot,

10. Vladimir Tismaneanu, “The Tragicomedy of Romanian Communism;” Eastern
European Politics and Societies 3:2 (1989), gives the most recent, and best short account of the
origins and development of the Romanian Communist Party from the pre-War period until
1989, and explains Ceausescu’s role in determining its fate.

11. Lardy, Agriculture in China’s Modern Economic Development, pp. 130, 155, 158
165.

12. Geoffrey Hosking quotes the Soviet reform economist Otto Latsis who put it this way.
“They build irrigation channels which bring no increase in agricultural production. They
produce machine tools for which there are no operators, tractors for which there are no
drivers, and threshing machines which they know will not work. Further millions of people
supply these superfluous products with electricity, ore, oil, and coal. In return they receive
their wages like everyone else, and take them to the shops. There, however, they find no goods
to buy, because their work has not produced any.” And Hosking also quotes Soviet Premier
Ryzhkov, “We produce more tractors in this country than all the capitalist countries put
together. And yet we don’t have enough tractors.” The Awakening of the Soviet Union,
p.- 134.

13. Kazimierz Poznanski ascribes the failure of the Polish reforms in the second half of the
1970s to political pressure rather than to economic mismanagement, but it would be fruitless to
argue about which came first. See his “Economic Adjustment and Political Forces: Poland
Since 1970,” in Comisso and Tyson, Power, Purpose, and Collective Action.

14, Comisso and Marer, in their article “The Economics and Politics of Reform in
Hungary” cover this and the other major contradictions in the Hungarian economic reforms,
pp. 267-278,

15. On the debt crisis and Eastern Europe, see Laura D’Andrea Tyson, ‘The Debt Crisis
and Adjustment Responses in Fastern Europe: A Comparative Perspective,” in Comisso and
Tyson, Power, Purpose, and Collective Choice. On Romania, see Ronald H. Linden,
“Socialist Patrimonialism and the Global Economy: the Case of Romania,” in the same
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