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THE OCTOBER REVOLUTION IN EAST GERMANY

From Mass Exodus and Mass Protests to the Fall of the Wall 
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As late as January 1989, the general secretary of East Germany’s communist 
�!�����
�� (���*� {���*� ~Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands, SED), Erich 
Honecker, stated: “The Wall will remain as long as the conditions that led to its 
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Soviet empire, was also still convinced that, of all the countries in the Soviet bloc, 
the situation in the German Democratic Republic and Bulgaria was not critical.2 

The GDR, he predicted, would remain a “communist Prussia” for some time to 
come, especially if “West Germany continued to give the East German economy 
such generous” support.3
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only how radically, and how quickly, East Germany’s foreign affairs and living 
conditions would change, but also, as a result, how radically its internal political 
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German federal chancellor Helmut Kohl, not to mention British prime minister 
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Errichtung geführt haben.” [Sie werde] “in 50 und auch in 100 Jahren noch bestehen bleiben.” 
Erich Honecker in Neues Deutschland, 20 January 1989. This statement of Honecker was an 
indirect dismissal of a remark made by Mikhail Gorbachev, who had been addressed by West 
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of the German nation. Gorbachev responded by stressing that the double nation was the reality, 
but also added that history would decide what will be in a hundred years. This albeit vague 
acceptance of the structure of the German Question was later interpreted by the East German 
leadership as the beginning of the Soviet “betrayal of the GDR.” Cf. Michail Gorbatschow, 
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innerungen (Berlin: Siedler, 1997), 346.—The following article is based on: Hans-Hermann 
Hertle, Chronik des Mauerfalls��^��%���\�~��������X%\�)��	
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, 2nd ed. (Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag, 
1999).

2 Zbigniew Brzezinski, Das gescheiterte Experiment. Der Untergang des kommunistischen Sys-
tems�~#�������(������������^_`_������\

3 Ibid., 283.
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its demise, the GDR was considered an island of stability by nearly all domestic 
and international observers, both political and in the scholarly community.4 

Twenty years after the fall of the GDR and the reunification of the two German 
states, the years 1989–90 have become one of the best-researched periods in 
modern German history.5 This is primarily due to the opening of East German 
archives: The records of the SED, of the GDR Council of Ministers, as well as 
the records of the East German secret police have been freely accessible since 
the early 1990s, as has a great deal of material from the East German civil rights 
and opposition movements.6 On the West German side, government files are 
usually subject to a thirty-year restricted access period before declassification, 
although critical documents have already been released in a special volume enti-
tled Deutsche Einheit.7 In addition, the authors of a four-volume history of Ger-
man unity, published in 1998, were granted privileged access to files.8 Russian, 

4 “Indeed, the 300 to 400 West German sociologists, political scientists, economists and educators 
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the revolutionary events of 1989. The specialists did not even notice signs of increasing discon-
tent and unrest, nor did they take small signs of change seriously, or consider them worthy of 
scholarly analysis.” X��!������	����q¡�µQ���%�$��
�Q��]�Die Zeit 22, 24 May 1991. Since 1990, 
the scholarly community hasn’t given much thought to considering the reasons for the miscalcu-
lation of “hundreds of paid observers” from various disciplines. 

5 On the current state of research, see: Klaus-Dietmar Henke, ed., Revolution und Vereinigung 
1989/90 (Munich: DTV, 2009); Andreas Rödder, Deutschland, einig Vaterland. Die Geschichte 
der Wiedervereinigung (Munich: Beck, 2009); Mary E. Sarotte, 1989. The Struggle to Create 
Post-Cold War Europe ~{������!���{������!��(��$��
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Endspiel. Die Revolution von 1989 in der DDR�~�����%�����	�����_�}��%�%����=��������Unsere 
Revolution. Die Geschichte der Jahre 1989/90 (Munich: Piper, 2008); Wolfgang Schuller, Die 
deutsche Revolution 1989 (Berlin: Rowohlt, 2009). A database of literature on the German re-
���[����!���"��%��!����%����������������
�~
������
����������������������&!����!���%�����������
�������%������"""\"�����$������Q��Q\���~����

�����������������^��\

6 �%�����!��
�!&��%����
�������
%��������%����
���������Q!$����������������

���������%�������-
al Archives (Bundesarchiv, Stiftung Archiv der Parteien und Massenorgansationen der DDR and 
+�������Q�

�����%�����%�$�
�!&��%����������X!���

�!����&!���%�����!��
�!&��%���!�����������
�������*�!&��%���
��~+��%�$����������
����&���Q����&±������(������Q�����
��%�����Q��������
>

��%��%���
����
��
�����

������� �%��{!��������+��%�$�
�!&� �%���!���Q������
��*� ~{!����
�%���
+��%�$���
�+�
"µ���Q���+���
�}�"��������!������
�!&��%���
��!��!
���!���������&!��������%��
����%��
�
!��
�%	�+��%�$�
�!&��%���!�����|�$�������!������!����
�"�����
�����%����±���>+�-
�%�$�!&��%��|������%��¬����!������!�\

7 Hanns Jürgen Küsters and Daniel Hoffmann, eds., Dokumente zur Deutschlandpolitik: Deutsche 
Einheit: Sonderedition aus den Akten des Bundeskanzleramtes (Munich: Oldenbourg, 1998).

8 Karl-Rudolf Korte, Geschichte der deutschen Einheit 1: Deutschlandpolitik in Helmut Kohls 
Kanzlerschaft. Regierungsstil und Entscheidungen 1982–1989 (Stuttgart: DVA, 1998); Dieter 
Grosser, Geschichte der deutschen Einheit 2: Das Wagnis der Wirtschafts-, Währungs- und 
*�%����	��	|�������
������®	!���`�>�	�����`���­��	�`�
���	���!��	 (Stuttgart: DVA, 1998); 
?!�&Q��Q��µQ����Geschichte der deutschen Einheit 3: Die Überwindung der Teilung. Der inner-
deutsche Prozess der Vereinigung 1989/90 (Stuttgart: DVA, 1998); Werner Weidenfeld, with Pe-
ter Wagner and Elke Bruck, Geschichte der deutschen Einheit 4: Außenpolitik für die deutsche 
Einheit: Die Entscheidungsjahre 1989/90 (Stuttgart: DVA, 1998).
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events, as have, on the American side, the early studies by Philip Zelikow and 
Condoleezza Rice, both based on government records as well as accounts of eye 
witnesses.9

The publication of official documents has been augmented by the biographies 
and memoirs of a large number of the leaders and diplomats who were directly 
involved, as well as by the many valuable interviews conducted with them by 
journalists, documentary filmmakers and historians.10 And finally, the media 
coverage at the time—press, radio and television—has been a major source of 
information about this period of history.11

Internal and external crisis factors 

In particular, analyzing East German archives has led to the general awareness 
that the symptoms of the internal structural crisis, which had gradually begun to 
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influenced the actions of the SED leadership in the final crisis of the autumn of 
1989, were only slightly different than those in its “brother countries,” the other 
states of the Soviet bloc. The economic situation in all of these countries was 
disastrous. Technical advances lagged far behind those in the West, and labor 
productivity was less than half as high. Many manufacturing plants were dilapi-
dated, and in countless places, health, safety and environmental conditions were 
catastrophic. The infrastructure was derelict and urban areas were decaying. The 
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tion allemande. De Yalta à Maastricht (Paris: O. Jacob, 2005). See also: Svetlana Savranska-
ya, Thomas Blanton, and Vladislav Zubok, ed., Masterpieces of History: The Peaceful End of 
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10 On this, see the bibliographies in Rödder, Deutschland, 452–84; Sarotte, 1989, 287–308.
11 Cf. the two series Deutschland 1989 and Deutschland 1990. Dokumentation zu der Berichter-

stattung über die Ereignisse in der DDR und die deutschlandpolitische Entwicklung, edited by 
the Presse- und Informationsamt der Bundesregierung. 
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accumulation of Western debt had reached a dramatic level—particularly in Po-
land, Hungary and East Germany. Spending on the military and (secret) police 
apparatuses devoured huge portions of the state budgets of all the communist 
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The ideological erosion was obvious: the promise of a communist society that 
by 1981 was supposed to provide abundant material and cultural goods, as well 
as the highest living standards in the world13—as had been announced in October 
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ty congresses of all the “fraternal parties,” set its new “main task” as “increasing 
the material and cultural living standards of the people.”14�����%���
����%���<���
-
sion “unity of economic and social policy” had emerged out of this welfare pro-
viso. The utopian communist society that was supposed to bring happiness to its 
citizens shriveled into the daily task of secular Socialist consumerism. Thus, the 
goal of socialism and fulfilling promises of prosperity became virtually the same 
thing—with the unavoidable result that breaches of these consumer promises could 
be held up to the communist leadership as proof of socialism’s total failure.
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belief in the historical and legitimate victory of socialism over capitalism was 
shaken. The party leadership was demoralized by years of crisis management, 
much of the party cadre was worn out, and the party’s nucleus, including the 
“armed forces,” was demoralized and disoriented.

But despite the common symptoms of structural crisis, the case of East Ger-
many differed considerably from its “brother countries.” The communist German 
part-state was, on one hand, a forced and artificial product of the global political 
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\ On the 

12 Manfred Hildermeier, Geschichte der Sowjetunion 1917–1991. Entstehung und Niedergang des 
ersten sozialistischen Staates (Munich: Beck 1998), 1031; for an analysis of the fall of the So-
$����(��!����&\�|����
�+�!������Imperial Overstretch. Germany in Soviet Policy from Stalin to 
Gorbachev�~�����>�������=!�!
��^__`�\

13 See “Der Kommunismus ist die Hoffnung der Völker, die Garantie ihrer strahlenden Zukunft,” 
q�����$!��=\�\�X%��
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������Q�Q��"µ���Q�����!�%��]�Neues Deutschland, 20 October 1961.
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�����¡{��(������±�&��%������&±���������"��	���Q�����
#!�	
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�%�&�� ���� (����� ��� ���� ��%���� ^_�^�^_���]�Neues Deutschland, 7 April 1971; in 
addition, see Peter Hübner and Jürgen Danyel, “Soziale Argumente im politischen Machtkampf. 
Prag, Warschau, Berlin 1968–1971,” Zeitschrift für Geschichtswissenschaft 50, no. 9 (2002): 
804–32.

15 |��
>(����%�?�%�����Deutsche Gesellschaftsgeschichte, vol.5: Bundesrepublik und DDR 1949–
1990 (Munich: Beck 2008), 356.
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other German state. All attempts to create a “socialist German nation” or even a 
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ulation for democracy and prosperity based on the West German model, as well 
as by their orientation toward a unified Germany.

Indeed, the relations between the two German states had become nearly “nor-
mal” in the course of détente and after the signing of the East-West German 
Basic Treaty in 1972. The GDR received financial sustenance allowances from 
the West German government for granting so-called humanitarian relief (im-
proved travel opportunities, the opening of new border crossings, ransoming of 
prisoners, easement in postal, parcel and telephone communications, etc.), some-
thing envied by its “brother countries.” Beginning with 600 million deutsche mark 
(DM) in the second half of the 1970s, by the 1980s these payments had risen to 
����!<������*�
��^\�������!���������*\

The more destitute the GDR became—it stood on the brink of economic 
bankruptcy for the first time in 1981–8216—the more dependent it became on the 
��!�!�����

�
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-
sions it made (de-mining on the inner-German border in 1983–84, granting of 
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1986).

But until the end, the West German government refused to recognize East 
German citizenship. According to its constitution, the “people of the GDR,” as 
they were called in the official rhetoric of the West, were also (potential) citizens 
!&� �%���������������������!
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merely had to manage to reach West German soil.

To keep more of the population from looking to the West, as well as to coun-
������� �%�� �<!��
� ���"���� ^_��� ���� ���>^_�^� �!� ?�
�� ������*� !&� ��!��� �\��
million people from a total population of 18 million, the East German leadership 
did not know what to do other than sealing the inner-German border (May 1952) 
with mine fields, as well as constructing the Berlin Wall and installing military 
guards (August 1961). To prevent escape attempts, they even ended up accepting 
the killing of refugees. Hundreds of refugees lost their lives at the inner-German 
border, in the Baltic Sea, or during their flight via third countries. Alone at the 
Berlin Wall, from 1961 to 1989 at least 136 people were shot, died by accident, 
or committed suicide after failed escape attempts.17

And tens of thousands were arrested between 1961 and 1989 while in the 
process of planning their flight or on the way to the border. Statistics from the 
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��]�Deutschland Archiv, no. 3 (2009): 476–95.
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\��The Victims at the Berlin Wall,  1961–1989: 
A Biographical Handbook�~��������X%\�)��	
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GDR General Attorney reveal about 110,000 cases of “escape from the Republic” 
or “illegal border crossing” from 1961 to 1988.18 According to a study of political 
prisoners based on random samples of GDR crime statistics, between 1960 and 
1988 imprisonment for “illegal emigration” was imposed across the GDR in more 
than 71,000 cases.19 As a rule, especially in the 1970s and 1980s, citizens of the 
�
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criminalized. Tens of thousands of them were sentenced to prison—merely be-
cause they had claimed the right of freedom of movement.

The management of the border was continually modernized and perfected; at 
no point in the twenty-eight years after the Wall was built did the SED leadership 
waste even a thought on dismantling the border installations or creating a politi-
����
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\�=!���%���
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building of the Wall and its fall, a total of about 40,000 East Germans managed 
to escape through the barricades, taking daring paths and accepting risks that were 
life-threatening. About 5,000 of them escaped in Berlin. Mirroring Count Mira-
beau’s saying that Prussia was not a state with an army, but an army with a state, 
Stefan Wolle described the GDR in the following words: “This was not a state 
with a border, but a border with a state.”20 The segregation, detention, injury, or 
death of people who wanted to leave their country was part of a system that could 
�!���<�
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\

In none of the Central and Eastern European states was it inevitable that the 
latent factors of their internal crises would lead to the upheavals and revolutions 
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sions, as well as the reform processes that had been initiated in Poland and Hun-
gary at the time.

It must be emphasized that Mikhail Gorbachev’s “new thinking” had not 
started with glasnost or perestroika but rather with “uskorenie,” socio-economic 
����������!�\� ��� "�
� �%�� ��!�!���� ���Q%�� !&� �%�� �!$���� (��!�� �%��� &!����� ��� �!�
undertake reforms. In addition to the structural problems of the Soviet planned 
economy—low labor productivity, lack of innovative skills, declining investment 
rates, creeping deflation of capital assets, and inflated military spending—in the 
1970s and early 1980s new problems developed, such as the depletion of stocks 
!&���"���������
�����%��"�
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18 See the statistical material of the GDR attorney general in Johannes Raschka, Justizpolitik im 
SED-Staat. Anpassung und Wandel des Strafrechts während der Amtszeit Honeckers (Cologne 
et al.: Böhlau 2000), 314.

19 Cf. Jürgen Wilke and Wilhelm Heinz Schröder, “Politische Gefangene in der DDR—eine 
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Tuchel, eds., Widerstand und Opposition in der DDR (Cologne et al.: Böhlau, 1999), 309.
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costs in Siberia, and a series of poor harvests. The Soviet leadership under Gor-
bachev was thus faced with a serious financial and supply crisis. To overcome 
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tance (CMEA) that from 1991, foreign trade prices were to be adjusted to world 
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184 billion annually, a number that caused sheer horror for party economists.21

Many scholars tend to underestimate the economic causes in the decline of 
communism. At least for the GDR, one of the more surprising archival findings 
�&����^_`_�"�
� �%���<����� �!�"%��%� �%�� ������!
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spoke openly, already in the mid-1970s, about the increasing structural and debt 
problems, finally even speculating in 1988–89 on the prospect of bankruptcy.22 
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endlessly to claim that the country ranked tenth among the largest industrial 
nations in the world and never tired of �<�!����Q� ��
�����Q���q�!�������� 
�������*�
and dynamically rising economic development.”23 Already in June 1988, Honeck-
er appealed to the Politburo that “we must prevent the collapse.”24 Günter Mittag, 
�%��X�������X!��������
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ber 1988: “As it is now, we’re driving straight into a tree: we’ll be totaled!”25 
And in May 1989, Gerhard Schürer, Politburo candidate and chairman of the 
State Planning Commission, told the small group of members of the Politburo 
responsible for financial affairs that the GDR’s debts in the West were increasing 
monthly by DM 500 million and “if this development continues, the GDR will 
be insolvent by 1991.”26 It was urgent to connect the cuts that had already been 
made “to a series of economic measures taken in the area of spending.”27 But 
no one in the inner circle of the SED leadership wanted to face the task of lim-
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22 The crisis discussions at the Politburo during the 1970s and 80s are portrayed in Hertle, Der Fall 
der Mauer��^����\����������!���
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gang der DDR,” Deutschland Archiv, no. 6 (1995): 588–602; as well as André Steiner, Von Plan 
zu Plan, Eine Wirtschaftsgeschichte der DDR (Munich: DVA, 2004), 165–226.

23 Protokoll der Verhandlungen des XI. Parteitages der SED, 17. bis 21. April 1986 (Berlin: Dietz, 
1986), 739.
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26 “Darlegungen Gerhard Schürers zur Zahlungsbilanz mit dem nichtsozialistischen Wirtschafts-
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27 Ibid.
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tion, Harry Tisch.28 But Egon Krenz, responsible at the Politburo for security 
questions, declared the following motto for the future: “We should be looking 
&!�"�����!"\��!������ ��� �
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social policies should be continued. It must be continued, since that is the GDR’s 
socialism!”29

It was not only the ongoing economic decline that demoralized the SED 
leadership in the summer of 1989. Powerless, they had watched the attempts that 
%�������������
�����^_`�����"�����%���!$����(��!�������%�������������������
to improve their relations; these led in June 1989 to the signing of a “joint dec-
laration” during a state visit of Communist Party General Secretary Mikhail 
Gorbachev to Chancellor Helmut Kohl in Bonn. In this declaration, both sides 
recognized the right of every state “to freely choose its own political and social 
system,” and to consider the “respect of the self-determination of all nations” an 
incontestable principle.30 Just three weeks later, in July 1989, on the initiative of 
the Soviet leadership, an official document was signed at the congress of the 
Political Consultative Committee in Bucharest in which the Warsaw Pact coun-
����
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�����!���*� ���� %�Q��!���� �����
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whereby they also broke with the “tank philosophy” of the limited sovereignty 
of the member states (the Brezhnev Doctrine). In the meeting’s communiqué, 
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universal model of socialism whatsoever,” and “no one” possesses “a monopoly 
on the truth.” They stressed the need to develop relations with one another “on 
the basis of equality, independence and the right of each to formulate and devel-
op their own independent political line, strategy, and tactics without outside 
interference.”31�(���	���%�������Q%�!�
���%��������
�!&��%����
�������������>
�����
had difficulties understanding the right to self-determination and independence 
that were being granted to the “fraternal parties” as a “basis for a democratic 
renewal on the basis of national struggles for independence.” Rather, just as they 
already saw the “joint Soviet-German declaration,”32 such rights were simply 
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SED und Vorsitzenden des Staatsrates der DDR, Erich Honecker, betreff Entwurf des Volks-
wirtschaftsplanes und des Staatshaushaltsplanes 1990,” Berlin, 16 May 1989, in BA, DE 
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29 Ibid., 42.
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31 “Kommuniqué der Tagung des Politisch-Beratenden Ausschusses der Mitgliedsstaaten des War-

schauer Vertrags am 7. und 8. Juli 1989 in Bukarest,” Europa-Archiv, no. 20 (1989): 599.
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and Hermann Wentker, ed., Das doppelte Deutschland. 40 Jahre Systemkonkurrenz (Berlin: Ch. 
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task of legitimizing their rule to “their people” themselves—and this in the face 
of a pending economic bankruptcy. The fact that SED chief Honecker suffered 
a gallstone colic during the Bucharest meeting and had to be flown to East Ber-
lin before the signing of the final document was highly symbolic.
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shocked the SED leadership. In order to gain ground in disarmament negotiations 
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forced the East German government to sign the Vienna CSCE accords. The sign-
ing states pledged, among other things, to respect the right of all people “to leave 
any country, including their own, and to return to their country with no restric-
tions.”33  Similar international agreements had already been signed several times, 
even by the GDR, but they had never been implemented legally. But in Vienna 
it was the first time that the GDR committed itself to guaranteeing this right—that 
is, unrestricted freedom to travel—by law, and to allow its compliance with this 
requirement to be monitored.
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onto its allies, particularly East Berlin. But they were commitments whose im-
plementation not only threatened the political stability of the GDR, but also its 
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In Poland and Hungary, democratic reforms toward a multi-party system were 
introduced in the summer of 1989. While these reforms were forced from below, 
in contrast to the GDR, they were then pushed forward from above by party re-
formers. But the SED leadership stood with its back up against the wall, leading 
to its well-documented uncertainty as well as its resulting “speechlessness.” 
While displeasure with the leadership had grown among the party’s members, 
nonetheless, no significant pressure on the party leaders emerged, to say nothing 
of any sort of inner-party opposition.

In view of the later developments in 1989, one must look for conditions under 
which latent critical factors develop into governmental crises. And one must also 
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lizes the masses to protest a regime. And finally, there is the question of how the 
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33 “Konferenz über Sicherheit und Zusammenarbeit in Europa. Abschließendes Dokument des 
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first develop parallel to one another, and then, at a particular moment, interact.34 
When the perception of the actors in such local crises is synchronized, where-
by these individual crises are driven to suddenly change into a general crisis or 
a revolution, is called a “critical moment” by Bourdieu.35 In turn, this synchro-
nization effect is generated by “critical events” that spread the latent crises to 
many different places, causing latent tensions to change abruptly into manifest 
acts.

The media, which Bourdieu does not include in his concept, can play an im-
portant role in this synchronization process by conveying what has happened, 
whereby it intensifies perceptions and creates a feedback effect—especially when 
the media intervenes directly in events and becomes an actor.36 This augmentation 
of the concept provides a framework of analysis that is capable of combining, on 
both macro and micro levels, the history of structures and the history of events 
(structure and agency).

The October Revolution
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was less due to civil rights activists than due to people leaving the country—and 
the television coverage of them. This momentum was triggered by the more than 
^���������!����"%!����������!����$���%���
����
�������*��%!
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visas in the summer of 1989 who occupied embassies in East Berlin or the West 
German embassies in Warsaw, Prague and Budapest.37

It is true that in East Germany the number of opposition groups critical of the 
system had increased, especially since the mid-1980s.38 Among the issues they 
focused on were peace and the environment, democracy, human rights, and es-
pecially the freedom to travel. Quite a few parish priests were involved; the 

34 Pierre Bourdieu, Homo academicus�~����	&���������������%�	�����^_``����������\
35 Ibid., 274–92.
36 See Ingrid Gilcher-Holtey, “‘Kritische Ereignisse’ und ‘kritischer Moment’. Pierre Bourdieus 
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Struktur und Ereignis, ��
�%��%���������
���
�%�&���!����%�&��^_�~�¬����Q����#�����%!��	���
������%����̂ �������̂ ��}�
�����
!�������q
���=��%�����������	����\����������
����������
*����	�

!������� {�!��
�
�]� ��� �����%���� =���%������ ��\�� Öffentlichkeit, Öffentliche Meinung, Soziale 
Bewegunge, Sonderheft der Kölner Zeitschrift für Soziologie und Sozialpsychologie (Opladen: 
Westdeutscher Verlag, 1994), 375–92.
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2008); Wolfgang Schuller, Die deutsche Revolution 1989 (Berlin: Rowohlt, 2009); another key 
work: Walter Süß, Staatssicherheit am Ende. Warum es den Mächtigen nicht gelang 1989 eine 
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)��%������%���%�Q�$��
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\ It is possible to gain the impression 
that during 1989, the number of demonstrations organized by these independent 
and civil rights groups increased steadily: from protests against fraudulent local 
election results in May, to demonstrations against the violent suppression of the 
X%���
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���!���!$������=�"�
�!����~Neues Forum) on 9–10 September and then other groups, and finally the 
founding of the Social Democratic Party (Sozialdemokratische Partei, SDP) at 
the beginning of October 1989.

But this impression is deceptive. These opposition groups were primarily 
involved with their own concerns, and for the most part failed to involve broad-
er sections of the populace.39� (����� ����� 
������ ^_`_�� ��� "�
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protest attracted more than a few hundred people—this happened only a few 
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newly organized civil rights groups also had little to do with the beginning of 
the protest movement; in the early stages, demonstrations were usually sponta-
neous and unplanned. The first time more than 1,000 people took part in a 
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5,000, on 2 October, 15,000, and finally on 9 October, 70,000—always follow-
ing events at churches. The opening of the Hungarian-Austrian border for East 
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beginning of October, did open protest quickly begin to swell and move to many 
cities.40 

This was because the opening of the Iron Curtain in Hungary had shifted the 
balance of power between the government and the population in East Germany 
in a decisive way.41��%���<!��
�Q����������<������Q��������

�!�
���!�Q���!-
����"%!�"�������!������������%���
�\��!���%��&��
�� �����
������%������
��Q�!&�
1953, they saw a chance to place demands on the regime: “We will stay, but only 
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The new possibility of leaving via Hungary could be used as a means of pressure; 
in return for their remaining in the GDR, they could insist on a political price. 
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39 See Detlef Pollack, “‘Wir sind das Volk!’ Sozialstrukturelle und ereignisgeschichtliche Bedin-
gungen des friedlichen Massenprotests,” in Klaus-Dietmar Henke, ed., Revolution und Vereini-
gung 1989/90 (Munich: DTV, 2009), 178–97.

40 On the earlier history and background of the Hungarian opening of the border, see: Andreas 
Oplatka, Der erste Riss in der Mauer. September 1989—Ungarn öffnet die Grenze (Vienna: 
Zsolnay, 2009).

41 See Detlef Pollack, “Das Ende einer Organisationsgesellschaft; systemtheoretische Überlegun-
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��]�Zeitschrift für Soziologie 19, no. 4 (1990): 
292–307, 300–1.
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in an unprecedented manner, the authority of the state and was a prerequisite for 
the mass protests that were then to unfold.42
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own authority, the first point of discussion at the Politburo meeting of 12 Sep-
tember 1989 was how to “close the hole in Hungary,”43 since applications for 
travelling to Hungary had skyrocketed everywhere in the country. To avoid 
“heavy losses” in citizens, Mittag suggested that “leaving the country should not 
be carried out as globally as has been done until now. Why do the ambivalent 
���������
� %�$�� �!� Q!�� �%�
� ��������� ��Q�����!�� ��*� �!��� %!"�$���� �&&���� !���
party or the majority of the population. We would upset them. The Stasi and the 
Ministry of the Interior should undertake these actions.”44 In this way, the SED 
leadership solved their own political dilemma by foisting it onto the employees 
of the security forces.

But the SED leadership still received some support from Prague. The Czecho-
slovak government tightened its controls for GDR citizens at its border with 
Hungary. As a result, by the end of September more than 10,000 East Germans 
were staying at the West German embassy in Prague in an attempt to force their 
�<����!��%������������������\ Honecker gave in on 30 September 1989, letting the 
embassy refugees travel in locked trains over GDR territory to the West. A com-
mentary edited by Honecker and published in Neue Deutschland on 2 October 
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� 
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%��� !$��� �%���� ��	�\]45 The statement 
sparked outrage and anger in the families of the refugees, and even met with 
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commented, “the leadership of the SED itself contributed to the protests forming 
in the streets.”46

The SED leadership’s room for maneuvering shrank more and more, becom-
ing limited to either initiating political reforms—with an uncertain outcome—or 
building a “second wall” at the Czechoslovak and Polish borders and, possibly, 
having to quell demonstrations with military force. The closing of the East Ger-
man border to Czechoslovakia on 3 October 1989, and in some cases brute force 
being used against protesters during celebrations for the fortieth state anniversa-
ry of the GDR around 7 October, point to their having chosen the latter option—
the use of force. More than 3,000 protesters were temporarily arrested in the GDR 
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44 Ibid.
45 Neues Deutschland, 2 October 1989.
46 Pollack, “Wir sind das Volk!” 189.
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and over 700 investigation proceedings were initiated. On the evening of 9 Oc-
�!����� �%����"�
��� �%����� �%��� �%��qX%���
��
!����!�]�"!��������
��� ���)�����Q\�
Honecker and Stasi Minister Mielke had given the order to prevent “rioting” and 
“riots.” But too many people had taken to the streets. In the end, the state power 
capitulated in the face of 70,000 peaceful demonstrators.47��!!��Q��!&��%�����!�-
stration was smuggled to the West, and on the following days it was broadcast 
on television news, becoming a beacon for the demonstrating to spread. As Pol-
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determined the pace and the direction of the political developments in the GDR.”48 
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and freedom to travel. Tens of thousands took part in demonstrations on the same 
evening in other places, including Dresden, Magdeburg, Halle and Berlin.

The protests on the street drove the SED leadership to frantic activity. On 17 
October 1989, SED general secretary Erich Honecker was toppled by an odd 
Politburo coalition consisting of both reformist and arch-conservative forces.49 
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Krenz, who announced a political “turning point,” the rapid collapse of the com-
munist dictatorship began. Increasingly, the main problem of the SED leadership 
was the economic situation. On 31 October 1989, an analysis of the economic 
situation in the GDR was presented to the Politburo. Its findings: production 
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imminent. An immediate reduction of living standards by 25 to 30 percent would 
be necessary, it stated. However, due to fears of an uprising, this was considered 
out of the question politically.

The proposed solution to save the GDR from bankruptcy was the following: 
in order to receive new loans to the sum of DM 12 to 13 billion, as well as im-
proved economic backing from the West German government, the permeability 
of the Wall—in plain terms, easier travel opportunities for GDR citizens—should 
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Egon Krenz was told by Mikhail Gorbachev that economic assistance was no 
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secret negotiations in Bonn with Chancellery Minister Rudolf Seiters and Interi-
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Bohse, ed., Heute vor 10 Jahren. Leipzig auf dem Weg zur Friedlichen Revolution (Bonn and 
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48 Pollack, “Wir sind das Volk!” 194.
49 See Hans-Hermann Hertle, “Der Sturz Erich Honeckers. Zur Rekonstruktion eines innerpartei-

lichen Machtkampfes,” in Klaus-Dietmar Henke, Peter Steinbach, Johannes Tuchel, eds., Wider-
stand und Opposition in der DDR (Cologne et al.: Böhlau, 1999), 327–46. On the references for 
the following section, see Hertle, Chronik, 92–202.
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the GDR continued; from 18 October, up to 2,000 East Germans crossed the 
Austro-Hungarian border daily. The continuous coverage by the Western media 
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legitimacy to the world public. At the same time, about 1,000 people a day applied 
for emigration; on 29 October the total number had risen to 188,180.50 

Also the number of demonstrations had not waned. The protest movement did 
not regard Honecker’s removal from office as reflecting the willingness of the 
party leadership to implement reforms, but saw it as the regime’s running from the 
pressure on the streets, a victory that subsequently gave legitimacy and incentive 
to continue the demonstrations. As a result, pressure was intensified to push through 
even more demands. In the second half of October, the situation in the GDR had 
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reaching even small and mid-sized towns. While in the week from 16 to 22 Octo-
ber, the Stasi registered a total of 140,000 participants in 24 demonstrations, in the 
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.51 Ever 
more emphatic were the demands for free elections, permission to form opposition 
groups, and— over and over, and everywhere—the freedom to travel.

At the same time, despite the new secretary general and his vague promises 
of reforms, the party’s members weren’t letting themselves be mobilized simply 
at the drop of a hat. Attempts to convert opposition demonstrations into re-
gime-friendly rallies failed, sometimes already in the planning stages. SED mem-
bers’ confidence that the party leadership could cope with the situation waned. 
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panded to the SED leadership losing authority and power over its own party base.
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lifted the ban on travel to Czechoslovakia. Prague immediately resembled a tran-
sit camp for East Germans wanting to emigrate. The Czechoslovak government 
registered a protest in East Berlin. �%����
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the one in Hungary, there was a second hole in the Curtain.

Within days, 50,000 East Germans had taken this new route. The Czechoslo-
vak government feared this would spread instability in their own country, and in 
East Berlin strongly protested against the mass migration. It formally requested 
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��������*�q�������*��
not over Czechoslovakia’s territory.” If this did not happen, they would have to 
close their border to East Germany.52
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51 See Walter Süß, “Entmachtung und Verfall der Staatssicherheit,” BF informiert, no. 5 (1994): 10.
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protesters his own: if the SED renounced its monopoly on power, permitting 
independent parties and guaranteeing mandatory free elections, he would be 
ready, he bluntly told Krenz as a condition for the requested loan, “to speak in 
completely new dimensions about our economic aid.”53 The chancellor was quite 
sure that after free elections he would no longer need to discuss anything with 
the East German communists.

The fall of the Berlin Wall
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ki summed up later, for the East German population that had been walled in for 
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nated in the issue of being allowed to travel.54�(����� �%�����
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Politburo gave the Council of Ministers instructions to produce regulations for 
short-term trips. ����%���!����Q�!&�_�=!$���������������>����
������� �������!-
duced a draft in accordance with the responsible department of the SED Central 
Committee.55 The plan was to grant permanent departures—that is, moves to the 
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application had been filed. Visits—also subject to application—would be ap-
proved up to thirty days a year, but were dependant on a visa being issued and 
holding a passport. Those who did not have a passport, as the plan went, would 
first have to apply for one and then wait again for at least four weeks. It was felt 
that in this way, the immediate departure of all citizens could be averted. The new 
���$�����Q�����!�
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let the employees of the application authorities time overnight to prepare for the 
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�$�� ��&��<� !&� ��!���� "�����Q� �!� ���$�\ Based on the application 
process and the passport requirement, it was calculated that the first wave of 
travel to the West would only occur in mid-December 1989.

The government draft, including a press release, was agreed upon at noon on 
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evant ministries—the Ministry of State Security, the Ministry of the Interior, and 
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sion-making body of the SED, had begun their meeting the day before. During 
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richt, 13017.

54 Cf. Hans-Hermann Hertle, Theo Pirker, Rainer Weinert, eds., “Der Honecker muss weg!” Pro-
tokoll eines Gesprächs mit Günter Schabowski am 24. April 1990 in Berlin-West,” Berliner 
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55 On the following, cf. Hertle, Chronik, 118–23.
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the meeting’s continuation, or more precisely, during a “smoking break,” a few 
members of the Politburo confirmed that the draft had been written.56 

In the afternoon, it was placed before the Council of Ministers for a resolution 
by circulation so that a quick decision could be guaranteed—namely, by 6:00 
p.m. A copy of the draft was given to Egon Krenz. At around 4:00 p.m., he read 
the proposed regulations to the 216 members of the Central Committee and 
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“However we do it, we’ll do it wrong!” But the Central Committee saw no 
other way and gave its consent. At this time the travel regulations were—as 
emphasized by Krenz—only a “proposal,” a draft. A decision by the Council of 
Ministers had not yet been made.
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man to release it “at once,” thus lifting, almost casually, the news embargo.

This decision could have been corrected, since the government spokesman, 
Wolfgang Meyer, was aware of the holding period and its background. But 
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the press release to Politburo member Günter Schabowski, who during these 
days was serving as the speaker of the party, and gave him the order to report 
on it at the international press conference already scheduled for 6:00 p.m. This 
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unraveling of all the preparatory work that the Stasi and the Ministry of the 
Interior had done for the new travel regulations.

Schabowski hadn’t been there when the Politburo confirmed the travel reg-
ulations at midday. He had also not been in the hall when Krenz read travel 
regulations to the Central Committee. Thus, he knew neither the wording of the 
paper, nor anything about a holding period.

At the end of the press conference, which was broadcast live on East German 
television, he read the travel regulations from the piece of paper he had received 
from Krenz. According to the regulations, GDR citizens would not only be 
granted permanent departures, with permission being issued within a short pe-
riod of time, but also private trips would be approved. Permanent departures 
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\57 Schabowski 
looked helpless, because “that question,” the Politburo member said later, “had 
not been discussed with me earlier.”58 He scratched his head and glanced at the 
paper.

56 The proposed resolution is held in the records of the SED Politburo: Willi Stoph, “Vorlage für 
das Politbüro des Zentralkomitees der SED, Betreff: Zeitweilige Übergangsregelung für Reisen 
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58 Hertle, Pirker, Weinert, eds., “Der Honecker muss weg!”, 40.
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He overlooked the concluding sentence of the decision of the Council of Min-
�
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his eyes came to rest on the beginning section, on the words “immediately” and 
“without delay.” He thus formulated a terse response: “Straight away, with no 
delay!” A few minutes later, at 7:01 p.m., the press conference was over.

However, the storming of the border crossings was not a direct response to this 
press conference, as has often been incorrectly assumed, but it only began to occur 
on a massive scale—with a clear time gap—as a result of the subsequent press 
coverage, especially in the Western media. During the main evening news, which 
lasted until 8:15 p.m., Schabowski’s statement became the main topic under dis-
��
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Schabowski had left open to interpretation, to condense the information in order 
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been interpreted as “the opening of the border.” Already at 7:05 p.m., the Associ-
ated Press headline was “GDR opens its border,” and at 7:41 p.m. the DPA spread 
the “sensational information:” “The East German border to West Germany and 
West Berlin is open.” At 8:00 p.m., the ARD “Tagesschau” made the travel regu-
lations its top news item, superimposing the words: “GDR opens border.”

The high point of the Western television coverage was the ARD show “Tages-
themen” (Issues of the Day), which began slightly late that evening, at 10:42 p.m. 
An introductory clip showed the nearly deserted western side of the Brandenburg 
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the Brandenburg Gate. It has ended its service as a symbol of the division of Ber-
lin. So has the Wall, which for the last twenty-eight years has separated East and 
West. The GDR has yielded to the pressure of the people. They are now free to 
travel to the West.” 
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words: “When dealing with superlatives, caution should taken, since they wear 
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historic day. The GDR has announced that its borders are now open to everyone. 
The Wall’s gates are wide open.” ������������%
�����!���������%�����������%����
of the events: contrary to his assertion, the introductory clip, which had been 
filmed at around 10:00 p.m. by the Berlin office, showed that, at least at the bor-
der crossings at Heinrich-Heine-Straße and Checkpoint Charlie, absolute silence 
reigned.

It was actually the reporting of the supposed “open border” in the Western 
media—especially on television and the radio—that triggered the onslaught of East 
and West Berliners at the border crossings and the Brandenburg Gate. The fall of 
the Berlin Wall is the first world-historic event to have attained reality because it 
was announced by the media.

With no information or orders from their military commanders, the East Ger-
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about the growing masses of people, on both sides of the border crossings, who 
had come to see whether the news was true. Queries by border guards with their 
supervisors, asking how Schabowski’s statement was to be understood, remained 
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the evening hours, only deputies, or deputies of deputies, could be reached at all 
levels—and nobody knew the answer. The lines of communication to the top were 
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8:45 p.m., and therefore no ministers could be reached by their deputies. Thus, 
the entire party and state leadership did not yet realize what had happened at the 
press conference, and did not know about the media response or about the begin-
ning rush of East and West to the checkpoints.

The run on the east side was strongest at the border crossing on Bornholmer 
Straße, located in the densely populated district of Prenzlauer Berg. At first the 
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allowed individuals to leave, but stamped their identity cards as void. Without 
knowing it, the first East Berliners who ran across the Bornholm Bridge to West 
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inspectors and border guards began to fear for their lives. They made their own 
decision, and at around 11:30 p.m. stopped making any checks. “We’re opening 
the floodgates now! We’re opening everything!,” announced the senior passport 
control officer, and the barriers were opened.

Also at Checkpoint Charlie, the only way the border officers knew how to 
prevent the storming of the crossing was by opening all the gates at midnight. At 
the Invalidenstraße border crossing, the passport inspectors initially were deter-
mined keep the West and East Berliners at bay. They brought in reinforcements: 
forty-five men with machine guns. But as the situation escalated, they made a 
decision: “We won’t shoot at unarmed people.” The soldiers retreated and the 
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At midnight, all of the border crossings in Berlin were open; a short time 
later, East and West Berliners also celebrated the fall of the Wall under the Bran-
denburg Gate.

“We are one people!”—The path to German unity
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of the border:” It was an act of self-liberation. The impact of the event, its form 
and symbolism, knocked the control of the borders out of the SED leadership’s 
hands—and at the same time, their power over citizens who were no longer walled 

59 Hans-Hermann Hertle and Kathrin Elsner, eds., ����=�!���	���`���������������~��������=��!�����
2009), 152.
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in. Without the Wall, the SED leadership and the newly formed government un-
der Prime Minister Hans Modrow also saw themselves stripped of their main 
collateral for negotiating about economic stabilization with West Germany; the 
GDR regime had lost its last creditworthy piece of property. “The people,” as 
laconically stated by Schalck ten years later, “virtually pre-empted the leader-
ship.”60

At the same time, the pressure on the party and state continued to increase 
after the Wall had fallen. On one hand, migration to the West increased again 
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left the GDR (the total in 1989 was 343,854); from January to March 1990 more 
than 180,000 more left. On the other hand, the mass demonstrations continued in 
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�!&�q?������the people” quickly changed 
to “We are one people”; within a short time, everywhere in the GDR banners with 
the slogan “Germany–one fatherland” and black, red and gold flags without the 
GDR emblem defined the image of the rallies. Many civil rights activists, writers, 
artists and intellectuals, who until then had seen themselves as the spokespersons 
and the vanguard of the demonstrations, distanced themselves from the demands 
for Germany’s unification. Their attempts to stir up fears of a “sellout of our 
material and moral values” and to propagate the GDR’s independence as a “so-
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a few weeks later, they ended up being marginalized.61

But before this had happened, the new democratic movements and parties were 
able, based on the Polish model of a central “round table,” to limit the SED’s 
power, force the annulment in the GDR’s constitution of the SED claim to lead-
ership, and push through free elections.62 Within weeks, the central party struc-
tures crumbled; the Politburo, the Secretariat of the Central Committee, and the 
Central Committee itself disbanded. Without the party’s center of control, the 
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the SED had lost 1.6 of their once 2.3 million members.63 At the beginning of 
December 1989, district citizen committees occupied the state security buildings 
and prevented the destruction of files. On 15 January 1990 the Stasi headquarters 
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in Berlin were stormed. The round table finally forced the Modrow government 
to dissolve the Stasi, the East German secret police.
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viet leadership categorically opposed any tendencies toward a unification of the 
two German states. But its own internal problems—increasing national conflicts, 
the profound financial and supply crisis, the threat of insolvency toward the West, 
and the disintegration of the Warsaw Pact—together with the unstoppable disso-
lution of the SED’s power in January 1990 hastened the realization at the Krem-
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Chancellor Helmut Kohl received Gorbachev’s basic acceptance of Germany’s 
reunification.64��%����*���&!�����%��X{�(�����*��!
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cluding the withdrawal of troops and the security of the neighboring countries, 
should be part of negotiations between the two German states and the four victors 
!&�?!����?����������������������"!�{��
��!��\65 At this point in time, all sides still 
assumed it was going to be a process that would take several years.

The vote at the first free parliamentary elections on 18 March 1990 was clear-
ly for a quick route to national unity. The election winner, with 48.1% of the vote, 
was the Alliance for Germany (Allianz für Deutschland), made up of the former 
��!������*�X
(�~Christlich Demokratische Union Deutschlands����%��
�(�~Deut-
sche Soziale Union), and the Democratic Awakening (Demokratischer Aufbruch). 
The SPD (Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands) received 21.8% of the vote, 
the SED-PDS (Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands–Partei des Demokra-
tischen Sozialismus��^�\�Ï�������%��)������
��\�Ï\�Alliance 90 (Bündnis 90), the 
�����!���� ���������!&� �%����$��� ��Q%�
��!$�����
�=�"��!�����
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and the Initiative for Peace and Human Rights received only 2.9% of the vote. 
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toral mandate in this grand coalition was “the winding up of their own state and 
������ ���!�� "��%� �%�� �������� ��������\]66 The East German and West German 
lower houses of parliament, the Volkskammer (People’s Chamber) and the 
Bundes tag, voted on 21 June 1990, with a two-thirds majority agreeing to a treaty 
for economic, monetary and social union. As a result, on 1 July, the West German 
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�\���������Q��%���!�$��
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�
was accomplished primarily through loans.
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see Sarotte, 1989, 110–11.

66 Rödder, Deutschland, 224.
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powers of World War II, as well as numerous bilateral talks. These negotiations 
were brought to completion on 12 September 1990, with the signing of the “Trea-
�*�!���%�������������������"��%���
������!�������*\]������%�
������*���%��!����*-
ing powers renounced their rights and responsibilities connected with World War 
II, both in Berlin and Germany as a whole. Germany received sovereign rights 
!$�����
���������������<��������&&���
���!�&�������%��&�����&!���!&���
��!����
������
pledged, among other things, to abstain from offensive wars and to reduce its 
army to 370,000 troops. In addition, it was agreed that the 350,000 soldiers of 
the Western Group of the Soviet military would be withdrawn by 1994.

The most important political milestones on the path to internal unity were the 
following: The decision of the People’s Chamber on 23 August to join, in accor-
������"��%�+������������%���!�
������!��!&��%�������������������������%��(��&���-
tion Treaty between the two German states, which created the legal basis for 
national reunification. When the two parliaments voted on 20 September 1990 
for the treaty, their aim was also to create, after forty years of separation, unified 
living conditions in Germany. On 3 October 1990, the political unity of Germany 
was complete.

Conclusion

The emergence, course and outcome of revolutions—and this applies to the 
radical changes that took place in all of the Central European countries—are 
unforeseeable due to contingent constellations of actions and series of events, 
even if there is an accumulation of structural crisis factors. Bourdieu’s analytical 
�!��������
�������*��&�����
��<��������!����������%���&&���
�!&��%����������
������%-
odology that requires the combining of the history of structures and events. It is 
helpful for deciphering the “conjunction of independent causal series” and their 
moments of interaction. By using this methodology, a significant contribution can 
be made toward understanding the revolution in East Germany as well as in oth-
er places.

The opening of the Hungarian–Austrian border for East Germans on 10–11 
September 1989 can be seen, in Bourdieu’s sense, as a “critical event.” And the 
)�����Q��!���*����!�
�����!��!��_����!����^_`_��"%��%��Q�������%����
�����-
man October Revolution, can be interpreted as a “critical moment.” The aware-
ness of the two events was based largely on the media, whose reporting greatly 
enhanced the effect of both. Hungary’s “hole in the wall” laid bare the SED 
regime’s weaknesses and its loss of support from a formerly allied government 
and, in particular, the Soviet hegemon. Over and above the nucleus of the op-
position movement, the opening of the Hungarian border gave new options to 
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much of the East German population—both those who wanted to emigrate and 
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in the streets.
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the ready police and military forces against 70,000 protesters made 9 October a 
symbol of hope. The peaceful course of events emboldened many to take part 
������!�
�����!�
}��*�_�=!$������̂ _`_��
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��
had taken part in more than 600 demonstrations and rallies, protesting for their 
democratic rights and against the regime. In this situation, the resignations of, 
first, the SED general secretary, and then the Council of Ministers and the Po-
litburo, as well as the announcement of reforms, were interpreted as a sign of 
weakness on the part of the country’s leaders. Instead of saving the system, these 
acts intensified the protest movements and accelerated the breakdown of the 
party’s rule.

�%��&����!&��%���������?����!��_�=!$������^_`_¥�!������������*��%����
�
and caused largely by the media—did not end the revolution as is believed by 
some. It rather changed its course.67 The number of demonstrations in the three 
weeks after the Wall fell remained as high as in the three previous weeks.68�=!�
longer walled in—a fact that made the communist regime finally lose its power 
and control over the “state inmates” (Joachim Gauck)—the majority of the pro-
testers unambiguously called for German unification and the end, not the reform, 
of the GDR.

One of the ironies of the October Revolution is that in the previous weeks, 
when faced by the state’s impending bankruptcy, some of the SED leadership 
had already abandoned their belief in the survival of the GDR without West 
German assistance, and thus were ahead of “their” people. And it is part of the 
tragedy of the opposition that even after the fall of the Wall, some of the civil 
rights groups—also because they were ignorant of the real economic situation—
dreamed of socialist reforms, distancing themselves from the demonstrations and 
the ever more energetically chanted slogan “Germany, united fatherland.” “They 
promoted the right of self-determination for the society, but refused to tolerate 
the self-determination as it was then practiced by the bulk of the population.”69 
Many civil rights activists marginalized themselves because of this contradic-
tion. Increasingly, the advocate for the mass movement of the GDR population 
was the West German conservative-liberal government under Chancellor Kohl, 

67 �����&!���<����������&����!����Q����1989—eine abgebrochene Revolution : verbaute Wege nicht 
nur zu einer besseren DDR? (Berlin: Trafo, 1999).
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gust 1989 bis zum April 1990,” in Eberhard Kuhrt et al. eds., Opposition in der DDR von den 
70er Jahren bis zum Zusammenbruch der SED-Herrschaft�~���������)�
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719–35, here 726–27.

69 Rödder, Deutschland, 124.
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German reunification.

Crucial for the success of the East German revolution was ultimately the po-
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latter came to power. “Erich, I am telling you frankly, never forget: the GDR 
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out us there is no GDR.”70 In January 1990, the dictum was the same as it had 
been nearly twenty years before, but the price of maintaining the GDR, econom-
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closest advisers—and to pay it would have contradicted Gorbachev’s “new think-
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this subsequent self-dissolution of the SED state after the collapse of its ruling 
system which characterizes the special path taken by Germany among the com-
munist systems in Central and Eastern Europe. 

Translated from the German original by Cynthia Peck-Kubaczek
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