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Abstract: The year 1989 was unquestionably a global event. Writing a global his-
tory of 1989 is a challenge that requires reconciling spatial intercontinental dis-
tance and the capacity of actors to gain awareness of the “planetarity” (Spivak
2003) of historical processes. This article is a programmatic essay that attempts
to grasp such transnational and global dynamics, such as the “Gorbachev factor”
and the shared historical experience of a “breach in time” by undertaking amulti-
sited analysis.¹
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1 1989: a Leviathan of events

Both domestically in many states and internationally, 1989 was an année évene-
mentielle a year filled with events of even greater number and scope than 1968
(see Brown 2012; Bantigny et al. 2017; Bantigny 2018) or 1973 (see Compagnon
andMoine 2015). Under the combined effects of accumulating events immediately
deemed “historic” and of the acceleration of historical time, affecting the every-
day lives of millions of individuals, each season of 1989 came with its “carnival
of revolutions” (Kenney 2003), ends of wars, and more or less peaceful political
transitions in Eastern Europe, Latin America, Asia, and Africa.

The year 1989 saw the end of military dictatorships in Paraguay and Chile,
the bloody crackdown on the student movement in China, the historic encounter
between Mandela and Botha in South Africa, and the latter’s resignation and re-
placement by Frederik de Klerk, the collapse of Communist states in Eastern Eu-
rope, the failed coup in Ethiopia, the Vietnamese popular army’swithdrawal from
Cambodia, the end of the Sandinista revolution in Nicaragua, the US invasion of
Panama, Benin’s abolition of Marxism-Leninism as an official ideology, George
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Bush and Mikhail Gorbachev’s declaration that the Cold War was over at the end
of of the Malta Summit: all of these events lent 1989 an exceptional density.

These “volcanoes of topicality” (Nora 1972, 164) erupted spectacularly across
the entire world. Like the fall of the Berlin Wall and the Romanian revolution,
these events were broadcast, manufactured, or anticipated by television cam-
eras. The international events of 1989 continue to fascinate the media due to their
groundbreaking power. Their succession and dissemination in a variety of places
across the world are also intriguing for historians, since they involve innovation,
breakdowns, and uncertainty. These events were also experienced with varying
degrees of intensity depending on geographical location and country. While 1989
in the European context was obviously a key year and an experiential gap for
Eastern Europe, this was far less so the case for Western Europe (see Mark and
Rupprecht 2017, 224–249).

How are we, then, to give a global meaning (see Dakowska 2009, 3–4; Ken-
ney and Horn 2004; Engel et al. 2014; Middell 2015, 171–184; Rupnik 2014) to this
multitude of events rooted in international, national, or regional contexts? What
methodological conditions and conceptual tools are needed for a global history
of 1989?

This exploratory research programme I sketch in this article takes issue with
the idea that “the year 1989 has ceased to be an object of reflection” (Grosser 2009,
9). First, it requires moving beyond the all-encompassing, Western universalist
approach to 1989 developed by the first early philosophical and historical anal-
yses. Further, having clarified the conditions needed for writing a global history,
this reflection will explore two planetary dimensions of 1989 drawing on ‘local’
archives allowing us to grasp transnational dynamics: first, the shock wave sent
by the “Gorbachev factor”, which shattered a bipolar order that had already been
challenged for some years, and second, the shared experience of a “gap in time”
(Arendt 1961). In this chapter, I have chosen to drawon theGDRarchives (East Ger-
many) on the grounds that this Socialist regime works as a lens through which to
observe globality, insofar as it was fully part of a variety of processes that took on
an extended spatial scope.

2 1989 and the illusion of an all-encompassing
Western universalist approach

In the wake of this “year when the world turned upside down” (Grosser 2009, 9),
theWestGermanweeklynewspaperDie Zeitbegan thenewdecadewithapieceen-
titled “Golden Nineties?”. Hinting at some uncertainty, the question mark almost
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seemed to suggest rhetorical effect, since the writer was brimming with optimism
and indeed confident of a serene, radiant future – at least for Europe: “In Europe,
boundless optimismprevails” (Die Zeit, 1990). This perceptionwasbroadly shared
by thoseWestern thinkerswhomadethefirstattemptsat interpreting1989, insome
cases at times when the year’s “monster events” (Nora 1972) were still unfolding.

These Western-centric interpretations, written quickly between the spring
of 1989 and the early months of 1990 by philosophers and sociologists, such as
Francis Fukuyama and Ralf Dahrendorf, laid the bases for more or less optimistic
(Mearsheimer 1990, 5–56)², more or less heroic narratives, which shared this idea
of completion, finitude. These attempts to give a global meaning to history as it
was happening reflect a perception of the geopolitical environment in the form
of what German historian Martin Sabrow termed “experiential breaks”.³ These
should be distinguished from the interpretative breaks introduced retrospectively
by historians, which allow them to divide history into periods.

These experiential breaks should be put into perspective in a comparative his-
tory approach, as other surges of optimism or honeymoon periods emerged at
various other times in the twentieth century (1918, 1945). By April 1989, Francis
Fukuyama had already announced “the end of History” (1989, 3–18) in the sense
that he saw 1989 as the fulfillment of the Western universalism that had appeared
in 1789. A year later, in an open letter addressed to a Polish friend who worried
about the post-revolutionary future, Dahrendorf wrote that the conditions were
met for political and economic liberties to thrive in Europe (see Dahrendorf 2004).
As they sought to subsumedifferent events under a heroic dramatization of the tri-
umph of the West and its values, these founding narratives (Meistererzählungen
in German) fell prey to a universalist and teleological temptation. Above all, they
expressed a universalist, all-encompassing vision of history, which in part resur-
faced in 2009 during the celebrations on the occasion of the twentieth anniversary
of the fall of the Berlin Wall. Polish poet and essayist Stanisław Baranczak even
went already in the early 1990s so far as to turn 1989 into a ‘quasi-metaphysical’
event, calling it an Annus Mirabilis:

a year of instant gratification for all the impossible dreamers and incorrigible believers in
the final triumph of right over might [. . . ] What had seemed totally out of the question for
decades, could prove entirely feasible a minute later. And the wildly increasing speed of it
all! In the history ofmankind there had been, I guess, no comparable period of such dizzying
acceleration of crucial changes (Barancz 1990, 5).

2 In the summer of 1990, political scientist JohnMearsheimer wrote, with a tinge of concern, that
1989 marked the end of a “long peace” resting on a “military balance”.
3 Sabrow (2013) proposed the concept of “experiential break” to refer to a break experienced as
such by contemporaries as opposed to a break defined ex post by historians.
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A critical history of the present time should approach these Hegelian or ‘divine’
theories as seismographs, as outliers reflecting Western-centric ways of rethink-
ing a post-Cold War regime of historicity. The point of elaborating a global his-
tory of 1989 is not to unveil the operation of some rationality that would lead to
the fulfilment of Western liberalism in the political and economic fields. In this
sense, it must also reconsider and historicize the way in which political science
researchhas used the transformationparadigm to explain the trajectories of Euro-
pean post-socialist countries (see Berend and Bugaric 2015, 768–785). At the same
time, the Eastern European narrative on the ‘return to Europe’ (primarily seen as
a return to the pre-Communist order of 1919) and the ‘return of history’ (Rupnik
1992, 53–60) should also be deconstructed, as Communist dictatorships never en-
tirely froze, so to speak, thedevelopmentof EasternEuropean societies or national
sentiments.⁴

Beyond an awareness of a number of pitfalls, the writing of the global history
of such an event-filled year requires a significant effort of epistemological clar-
ification. Indeed, despite the success of the “global turn” label, this method for
writing history has been struggling to clear up its goals and methods in the past
few years (see Drayton andMotadel 2018, 1–21). What then are the theoretical and
practical heuristic implications of such a global history?

3 1989 and the challenge of writing global history

Writing a global history of 1989 first entails adopting a rigorous epistemological
position on what this historiographical practice means. Such clarification efforts
have over the past few years largely been undertaken by French political scien-
tists like Karoline Postel-Vinay (2014, 25–33) and German historians specializing
in Asia such as Jürgen Osterhammel (2017, 89) or Sebastian Conrad (2017).

Applying global history to 1989⁵ should not, therefore, lead us to attempt to
write the story of everything: global history is neither a synthesis of syntheses nor
a ‘catch-all’ concept to replace the practices of comparative history, the history of
cultural transfers, connected history or histoire croisée. . . ⁶ Too often advertised,

4 Regarding the case of Poland, see Zaremba (2001).
5 For Angela Siebold’s recent programmatic proposal, see Siebold (2019).
6 In this sense, I am clearly positioning myself against the approach presented by Chloé Maurel
in her 2013 historiography paper on global history (seeMaurel 2013, 13–19). Global History cannot
be considered as a general label that embraces different kinds of approaches such as comparative
history, transnational history. . .
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but rarely actually applied, this approach must avoid two main methodological
pitfalls.

The first pitfall consists in conflating global history and the history of global-
isation by falling into the trap of what Sebastian Conrad calls “teleology of glob-
alisation rhetoric” (Conrad 2017, 212): the global history of 1989 should not be
reduced to the analysis of the mechanisms of integration and ever denser interde-
pendencebetweenpolities, economies, and societies ona global scale. Examining
issues related to the transformations of capitalism, the digital revolution, or the
environment is not enough to trace the outlines of a global history of 1989.

The second pitfall is that of the retrospective approach frequently found in
Western historiography. Despite the suddenness of the event, 1989 is rarely seen
as the actualization of one possibility among others, but first and foremost as
the end point of a politically illegitimate experiment tainted by economic failure,
whose demise had beenmarked by a series of historical stages in Eastern Europe:
June 17, 1953 in the GDR, 1956 in Poland and in Hungary, 1968 in Czechoslovakia,
1980 in Poland. Ultimately, the ‘1989’ event is presented as the final milestone
in a mechanic chain of causality, and each national crisis within the Eastern
block is supposed to reflect the ever-growing political illegitimacy and manifest
economic inefficiency of Communism (see Bispinck et al. 2004). This representa-
tion of historical temporality stifles critical thinking on the effects of the political
continuity of Communism in regions outside Europe (e.g. in Cuba, Vietnam,
China).

The very notion of a fundamental break deserves reexamination, and various
efforts at critical reconsideration have emerged in Germany. German historians of
the present have been careful to question the chronological markers that legiti-
mate their sub-discipline (see Droit 2014, 167–181), and do so at regular intervals:
after 1917, 1933, and 1945, 1989’s turn has come.

Social historian such as Anselm Doering-Manteuffel and Lutz Raphael have
suggested moving the cursor, and replacing 1989 with the early 1970s, which
they view as a key juncture. They contend that structural economic changes have
gradually transformed societies in decisive ways (see also Doering-Manteuffel
and Raphael 2008). This social approach is currently being expanded upon at the
Potsdam Centre for Contemporary History by a socio-cultural history project on
the long transformation of the two Germanies, involving a team of German histo-
rians led by Kerstin Brückweh. Working in an international and political history
approach, Frank Bösch, too, argues that 1989 should be replaced by another year,
but proposes 1979 instead. He describes it as a global year, marked by the Shiite
Revolution in Iran, the beginning of the war in Afghanistan, and the prominent
coverage given to Vietnamese boat people, and thus as the “prehistory of the
conditions of our present time” (Bösch 2019).
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A global history of 1989 should be aware of these traps and combine distance
and awareness. It should not be disconnected from the micro level; on the con-
trary, it can only be envisioned by investigating venues where large-scope inter-
actions occur and actors embedded in distinct local configurations (see Bertrand
and Calafat 2018, 1–18).

More precisely, the global history of 1989 should account both, for interconti-
nental spatial (political, economic, and cultural) distance, and for the capacity of
actors to bridge that distance by developing an awareness of the “planetarity” (see
Spivak 2003, 71–102) of an event, an idea, an actor or process (see Chartier 2001,
119–123). Since the nineteenth century, at least, thinking and acting globally is no
longer the preserve of a minority of privileged cosmopolitan elites (Frank 2012,
47–70). Since the entry in the modernity, more and more men and women have
broadened the scope of their thought and actions. This awareness may spark a
need for imitation, rejection, or simply elicit passivity. Thinking and acting glob-
ally, therefore, entails overcoming the limitations of spatial distance and associ-
ating oneself with what is happening “over there”. This experience should be un-
derstood in a multi-sited manner, following a synchronic approach to historical
processes allowing to unveil their overlap and changes in local configurations.⁷
This would require actually compiling corpuses of polyphonic sources consisting
of historical materials from different parts of the world, and approaching them
from a global perspective. Of course, this clearly raises very practical issues, not
least of linguistic proficiency and access to archives, and points to the need of
testing collaborative forms of writing.

Drawing on these theoretical premises, historians must evidence loci for the
observation of this possible multi-sited global history of 1989. For the purpose of
weaving together geographical distance and awareness, one possibility is to de-
fine an epicenter, i.e., a locus that is capable of producing a process of differenti-
ated dissemination and reactions within a very short time span. This locus can,
for instance, be embodied by a state, an institution, or a political actor embed-
ded within a configuration of power. In the following, I suggest that zooming in
on Mikhail Gorbachev (and his advisers, the CPSU’s political bureau) may be one
such relevant illustration of the rewards of a global history of 1989.

7 On the overlapping of historical processes, see Gruzinski (2004).
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4 The shock wave of the “Gorbachev factor”

By committing to ending the bipolar order and sacrificing the USSR’s ‘Empire’, the
international policy of Mikhail Gorbachev’s team undeniably resonated globally.
Certainly, the varying impacts of this ‘Eastern wind’ in Europe, Africa, and Latin
America should be precisely assessed. Still, decisions made in this Soviet epicen-
ter quickly required Western policy-makers to face the consequences of this fluid
international situation and Communist regimes worldwide to consider the ques-
tion of how they could stay in power. Under the effect of the shock wave of the
“Gorbachev factor”, they had to address the following question: Should they pick
violence and repression to stay in power (the ‘Chinese solution’) or agree to a grad-
ual, negotiated sharing of power (the ‘Polish solution’)?

4.1 A driver of global instability

On March 10, 1985, after the announcement of Constantin Chernenko’s death,
Mikhail Gorbachev walked in his dacha’s garden alongside his wife Raisa. In his
memoirs, he paints the picture of a political ‘Big Bang’ of sorts: “You see, I came
here with the hope and belief that I could get something done, but so far there has
been very little to show for it. If I really want things to change, I must accept the
offer, if indeed there is one of course. We can’t go on living like this” (Gorbatchev
1997, 218).

A few days later, he became the CPSU’s First Secretary. This position of power
within the state apparatus⁸ was going to allow him to implement a new policy
on the scale of both the exterior and interior Empire with support from the KGB.
Given the growing interdependence of the “Socialist camp” since 1956 and ties
that were therefore considered strong enough, Gorbachev believed that regener-
ating the Soviet model was going to breathe new life into the Communist bloc.
Faced with the urgent need to fund his economic reforms, the new First Secretary
was no longer in favor of a closed, hyper-militaristic regime. He had already as-
serted his commitment to international cooperation and to the construction of a
“consensus of all mankind” (Gorbatchev 1988).

This loosening in the use of force to retain the external Empire (see Gor-
batchev 1997, 584–590) was a driver of global instability, ultimately giving way
to the peaceful dissolution of both the external and the internal Empire. This

8 On Stalin, see Khlevniuk (2008). Concerning the older tradition of personal domination, see
Zakibi (2006).
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reorientation was quickly perceived by some Communist leaders as a threat. Dur-
ing a press conference at the Gorbachev–Castro summit of April 1989, a Chilean
reporter asked what advice the “genius” Gorbachev could give to Cubans. Fidel
Castro ironically retorted that “Mr. Gorbachev’s genius precisely consists in not
giving advice”.⁹

The impending demise of the Brezhnev doctrine posed a dilemma for Com-
munist leaders – what were they going to do? Follow in the path of their “Soviet
big brother” or turn their backs? How would they react if their own society no
longer toed the official line? Two main responses to the shock wave triggered by
the “Gorbachev factor” emerged (Brown 1997): the ‘Chinese solution’ and the ‘Pol-
ish solution’.

4.2 A range of possibilities, between
the ‘Chinese solution’ and the ‘Polish solution’

The phrase ‘Chinese solution’ was coined in the Fall of 1989 in East German oppo-
sition movements to refer to the potential use of force by the Communist Party’s
executive bodies. Signs during the first demonstrations read: “No Chinese solu-
tion for the GDR!” (Holm 2017). Indeed, the option picked by the leadership of the
Chinese communist party to crush the student uprising of June 1989 had sparked
worldwide outrage. Western media sources described it as a “bloodbath” (INA-
Archives 1998) and a “night of terror”, and similar outrage also prevailed in East-
ern European civil societies. In the GDR and Poland, churches became venues
for the expression of solidarity with Chinese students and protests.¹⁰ Rallies were
staged in front of the Chinese embassy andAir China’s offices in East Berlin, and a
band called Herbst in Peking (Autumn in Beijing) was formed.¹¹ In a note to Erich
Honecker, sent from Beijing on 14 July 1989, Gunter Schabowski, a member of the
political bureau, quoted Jiang Zemin’s words to point out what he saw as the re-
straint displayed by the Communist Party of China: “Where in the world can one

9 Stiftung Archiv der Parteien und Massenorganisationen der DDR im Bundesarchiv (SAPMO-
Barch), the original German reads: “Büro Erich Honecker, DY 30/2462, Beziehungen zu Cuba,
Vermerk über das GesprächHonecker/Jorge Risquet, Mitglied des Politbüros und Sekretär des ZK
der KP Kubas, 17.04.1989” (English translation: “Office Erich Honecker, DY 30/2462, Relations to
Cuba, Note on the conversation Honecker/Jorge Risquet, Member of the Politburo and Secretary
of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Cuba, 17 April 1989”).
10 Archive of the Robert-Havemann-Society, Protest letter against the brutal proceeding of the
Chinese Government in Peking, 5 June 1989.
11 Bundesbeauftragte für die Unterlagen der Staatssicherheit der ehemaligen DDR (BStU), Zen-
tralarchiv (ZA), Hauptabteilung II, 26979.



Writing a global history of 1989 | 165

find examples of the main political square being occupied for such a long time by
antagonistic forces?”¹²

The ‘Chinese solution’ was the outcome of an unequal balance of power
within the political bureau, which made the crackdown a possible political re-
sponse to protesters’ demands for reform. This was a rational option picked by
the bureau’s majority branch, led by Deng Xiaoping, and opposed to the Party’s
General Secretary Zhao Ziyang. It was seen as a way to continue combining eco-
nomic openness and ideological strictness, as Zhao Ziyang explained to Erich
Honecker during an official meeting in East Berlin on June 8, 1987: “We should
take care to both continue the policy of reforms and the opening to the outside
and to take into consideration influences from the outside. . . We do not think
autarky is a good method to protect citizens from foreign influences.”¹³ This kind
of solution was monitored closely by East German and Romanian leaders, who
initially took the political risk of officially supporting the Chinese leaders, even
if it meant damaging their image internationally, insofar as Westerners viewed
this support as surprising and immoral. In the GDR itself, fears surfaced about a
possible implementation of the ‘Chinese solution’.

Ultimately, the excessive use of force and the international outcry sparked by
the Chinese repression put popular democracies in an increasingly defensive po-
sition, narrowing their range of responses to the collective protests of the fall of
1989 (Schäfer 2012, 153–172). This turn towards discipline, linked to Tiananmen,
was also perceptible in Gorbachev’s methods of action. Having endorsed the use
of force in Georgia in the winter of 1989, he then showed himself more reluctant to
do it again to prevent the USSR’s disintegration process (Jian 2009, 96–131). Also,
the introduction of economic sanctions against China, especially by the Federal
Republic of Germany, served as a reminder that the use of force was not worth-
while in the short run in terms of international image.

The complete opposite of the ‘Chinese solution’, the ‘Polish solution’ refers to
a peacefully negotiated process of transition from dictatorship to democracy. Un-
til the fall of 1989, most Western observers (including West German experts like
Elisabeth Weber) were surprised to see that the transition away from State com-

12 SAPMO-Barch, DY 30/2437, OfficeHonecker, Relations with China “Blitznotiz” byGunter Scha-
bowski to Honecker (he is in China), July 14, 1989, 165.
13 SAPMO-Barch, DY 30/2437, Stenographic Transcription of the official conversations of the Sec-
retary General of the Central Committee of the SED and the Chairman of the State council (Vor-
sitzender des Staatsrates) of the GDR with the Secretary General of the Central Committee of the
Communist Party of China and the Ministerial President of the State Council of the People’s Re-
public of China (Ministerpräsidenten des Staatsrates der VR China), Zhao Ziyang, June 8, 1987, in
Berlin, 17.
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munism that had begun with the round table of February 1989 was happening
without violence. Even the skilled practitioner of Détente, Gunter Haus, the West
Germany’s permanent representative in the GDR, believed that the peaceful dis-
solution of the Eastern Bloc was a utopian prospect, if not risky and impossible to
implement (Borodzej 2009, 278–303).

Since its inception in 1944, thehistory of Communist Polandhadbeenmarked
by episodes of violence, combining protests against the State andworkers’ revolts
(1956, 1970, 1976, 1980/1981). Even though the Polish political authorities never
entirely discarded the option of force, the choice of a gradual transition away
from dictatorship without a revolution allowed Poland to experience a peaceful
process. In a meeting with Honecker on May 22, 1989 in East Berlin, Jaruzelski
stressed that “the Party has made a profound analysis of the situation and found
that it will not be able to solve emerging and outstanding problems with the old
methods. . . In the past, in the years 1956, 1970, 1980, changes had been brought
about through coercion by large-scale social shocks”.¹⁴ The Polish head of state
concluded by drawing a parallel with 1918 and the peace of Brest-Litovsk: to save
Communism, one must compromise and accept the rule of political pluralism.

The “Gorbachev factor” was primarily geopolitical in nature: the USSR no
longer intended to resort to Brezhnev’s doctrine of limited sovereignty. To save the
internal empire and implement its reforms, the Soviet leader gave up on interven-
ing within his protective glacis, thus triggering a “carnival of revolutions”, which,
except in Romania, was essentially a peaceful process: being incapable of bring-
ing their social and economic project to fruition, the Communist elites ended up
surrendering power without offeringmuch resistance, including in countries that
were less open to reformism, like the GDR and Czechoslovakia. As the last pres-
ident of the Hungarian socialist party, Karel Grosz, noted in 1991: “Parties were
not overthrown by opposition forces but – paradoxically – by their own execu-
tives”. This view has since been supported by the fine-grained historical analysis
of US historian Stephen Kotkin, who denounced the “utopia of civil society the-
ory” (2009, 7). Kotkin argued that revolutions were spurred by unstructured mass
movements, not civil societies, for the simple reason that there were no civil soci-
eties yet at the time.

While the “Gorbachev factor” had a very strong impact in the European coun-
tries that formed the USSR’s ‘protective glacis’, the African continent was not out
of reach for this shock wave. Although the transcontinental and global history
of 1989 extends to all continents with a different intensity, the African continent
offers a particularly productive case. How does Africa fit within a global history
of 1989?

14 SAPMO-Barch, DY 30/2479, Volume 4: 1984–1989, 355 and 364.
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4.3 A ripple effect on the African continent

In the late 1970s, Western experts became increasingly concerned about the in-
exorable progression of Soviet influence on the African continent. The direct or
indirect (through the commitment of Cuban forces) military support, and the
economic and technological aid granted to Benin, Ethiopia, Libya, Angola, and
Mozambique were presented in Moscow as evidence of a shift in the interna-
tional balance of power and a prelude to the worldwide victory of socialism. On
February 2, 1989, during a conversation with Volonia Teitelboim, amember of the
secretariat of the Chilean communist party’s central committee, Erich Honecker
pointed out that the military support offered by Cuban troops against the South
African army had allowed to stabilize Angola, Mozambique, and to further the
independence of Namibia.¹⁵

In Africa, as in Central and Eastern Europe, the “Gorbachev factor” led to a
disengagement of Soviet power and to a political and geopolitical reconfigura-
tion. However, the influence of the “Eastern wind” should not be overstated, as
the democratic surge in Africa (in Algeria, Tunisia, South Africa, Burkina Faso)
certainly had a greater impact than the “carnival of revolutions” in the East. In
1989, Benin, which had been ruled by an iron fist by Mathieu Kérékou, was in the
throes of a serious financial crisis, triggering amobilization across sectors backed
by the Catholic Church (students, teachers, hospital staff in Porto Novo, sugar in-
dustry workers, lawyers, taxi drivers, etc.). Shaken by the images of Ceausescu’s
fall in Romania, but also, and especially, by the 1988 Algerian riots, on December
26, 1989, Kérékou took the initiative of ending single party rule. Over the course of
this process, he droppedMarxism-Leninism and convening a national conference
bringing together the nation’s main forces, which paved the way for an exemplary
transition towards democracy (Vittin 1991, 93–116; Banégas 2003).

At the same time, the USSR played a key role in the negotiations that led to
the end of civil wars in Angola, Mozambique, and Namibia.Moscow observed the
process leading to the transition from Apartheid with keen interest. By gradually
ending the Cold War, Gorbachev indirectly forced South Africa to redefine its in-
ternational position and therefore to seek a way out of its isolation:¹⁶ President

15 SAPMO-Barch, DY 30/2435, Relation to Chile, Information for the Politburo of the Central Com-
mittee / Note on a conversation Honecker/Volonia Teitelboim, Member of the Political Commis-
sion and the Secretariat of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Chile on February 2,
1989, 131.
16 Anti-Apartheid Movement, “Apartheid Economy in Crisis”,Report to the Annual GeneralMeet-
ing, November 1989, 5. https://www.aamarchives.org/archive/reports/ar28-report-to-the-agm-
oct-1988-oct-1989.html
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Botha, who hadmet with Mandela in the summer of 1989 to discuss the liberation
of political prisoners, (see Mandela 1994, 479) was replaced in August by a man
who was just as conservative, yet more of a pragmatist – Frederik de Klerk. By
then, anti-Communism was no longer the cement of the Western bloc, and since
1988, an international public opinion had rallied around Anglican pastor Trevor
Huddleston’s Freedom at 70 initiative. South Africa was thus indirectly impacted
by the “Gorbachev factor”, as it witnessed the emergence of a political leader who
organized the political transition process. In October 1989, de Klerk freed some
political prisoners from the ANC. He went on to announce the end of Apartheid
in his famous February 2, 1990 speech, heralding a new era, and claiming that
1989 would “go down in history as the year in which Stalinist Communism ex-
pired”¹⁷.

5 The shared experience of a “gap in time”

The year 1989 was not only a geopolitical shock whose multiple epicenters in-
cluded the USSR. It was also a time when millions of individuals went through
thehistorical experience of a “gap in time” (Arendt 1961),meaning the disarticula-
tion between the space of experience and the horizon of expectation. This breach
in historical time is characterized by the emergence of a disrupted temporality:
both past and present are passed and give way to the unknown, to an uncertain
future. In theater, this is called the experience of “dénouement” (Ruffel 2005), un-
derstood not as the end of history but as a time of transition and uncertainty.

A global history of 1989 should aim at inventorying and analyzing these tem-
poral experiences lived by the actors: How did 1989 produce (or failed to do so)
breaches in the space-time continuum in various places?

5.1 A breach in historical time

In his February 1989 conversation with Volonia Teitelboim, Erich Honecker
painted a very positive picture of the state of international relations: “Ultimately,
one can see that the world has followed a path allowing us to avoid nuclear cata-
clysm and that regional conflicts have been contained. On an international level,

17 Address by the State President De Klerk at the opening of the 2nd session of the 9th Parliament
of the Republic of South Africa, 2 February 1990.
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there has been a shift from confrontation to cooperation between different social
systems”.¹⁸

The “Gorbachev factor” contributed to the violent disruption of the Socialist
temporality that had been in place in many countries for decades and to the ac-
celeration of time. Within the Eastern bloc, over the course of 1989, multiple tem-
poralities emerged, reflecting what Ernst Bloch termed “non-simultaneity” (1935,
82). This concept refers to the shattering or disarticulation of a society’s histori-
cal continuum (the dominant historical time), resulting in the coexistence of tem-
poralities. This sense of temporal disorientation was not an unprecedented phe-
nomenon. It had already been perceptible at the European level at two historical
junctures – the French Revolution and the interwar period – and described by
authors such as Chateaubriand and Zweig.

Thus, a plural approach to time allows us to identify “temporal shifts”, just
as Jacques Revel identified what he called “scale shifts”. These temporal shifts re-
flect a variety ofmodalities of action on time: stalling, delaying, adjourning, defer-
ring, having people wait or hurry, precipitating, preempting, blindsiding, taking
by surprise, taking action, etc. The ways in which historical actors accelerate or
stall materialize in practices that they view as suited to the context and the situa-
tion. In otherwords, the actors, in politics and beyond, are not present in the same
way in history in the making: “Not all people exist in the same Now. They only do
so externally, through the fact that they canbe seen today. But they are thereby not
yet living at the same time with the others” (Bloch 1991 [1935], 97). Thus, a global
history of 1989 should examine divergences among policy-makers regarding their
relationships to historical time. Where some actors, beginning with Gorbachev,
helped make historical time more fluid by supporting international convergence
and co-operation processes between two antagonistic but increasingly interde-
pendent civilizational systems, other leaders continued for months to conceive of
their present within a bipolar international order. In April 1989, during a meeting
with Honecker, Jorge Risquet, a member of the Cuban communist party’s political
bureau, lambastedUS Secretary of State James Baker over a press agency dispatch
that claimed he had “demanded the USSR bring down the BerlinWall, abolish the
Brezhnev doctrine, and suspend Cuban aid to Nicaragua”.¹⁹ Honecker responded

18 SAPMO-Barch, DY 30/2435, Relation to Chile, Information for the Politburo of the Central Com-
mittee/NoteonaconversationHonecker/VoloniaTeitelboim,Member of thePolitical Commission
and the Secretariat of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Chile on February 2, 1989,
131.
19 SAPMO-Barch, DY 30/2462, Relations to Cuba, Note on the conversation Honecker/Jorge Ris-
quet, Member of the Politburo and Secretary of the Centralcommittee of the Communist Party of
Cuba, 17 April 1989, 439.



170 | Emmanuel Droit

with irony: “Baker is demanding a lot at once”.²⁰ Some statesmen, including the
East German leader and Castro, were incapable of looking at the present as some-
thing other than a stable time. They gradually dug themselves in deeper, denying
the acceleration of time, stuck in their politicalmyopia. In this “fluid conjuncture”
(Dobry 1992), citizens began to take to the streets in dozens of thousands, rejecting
official discourses that had become inaudible. Paradigmatic illustrations of this
clash of temporalities were provided by sights such as Erich Honecker being visi-
bly annoyedbyEastGermanyouth chanting “Gorbi! Gorbi” as theymarcheddown
Unter den Linden on October 9,1989 or Nicolae Ceausescu booed by a Bucharest
crowd on December 21, 1989.²¹

This simultaneity of non-simultaneities led to an increasingly widening gap
between reformists and conservatives. This “breach in time” proved impossible to
bridge for a number of political actors, who appeared to fall behind the timesmore
and more, like Erich Honecker. As Bloch put it, “We will not therefore already try
to seek any older sort where there is merely a backward one. Which is admittedly
badly disposed to the today, but belongs to it” (1991 [1935], 104). Tracking these
gaps, these divergences between the Soviet, Chinese, East German, Hungarian,
and Polish positions raises a key question for the writing of global history – that
of the “simultaneity of the non-simultaneous”, or non-simultaneity.

5.2 “The simultaneity of the non-simultaneous” (Bloch)

The year 1989 can be analyzed as a clash of both representations and temporali-
ties: the actors were no longer present in the same way in history in the making
(see Droit 2019). There wasn’t a single linear temporal level, but a mesh of rela-
tionships to different historical times. Gorbachev, Jaruzelski, Kérékou, Castro, or
Honecker “did not exist in the sameNow”, Bloch (1991 [1935], 97) put it. The Cuban
and East German leaders lived in a present characterized by a strictly bipolar or-
der the “international class confrontation between socialism and imperialism”.²²
Within that framework, “the enemy” would resort to all kinds of strategies – such
as the instrumentalization of Perestroika – to destabilize if not destroy the unity
of the socialist camp, hence the call for socialist co-operation and solidarity.

20 SAPMO-Barch, DY 30/2462, Relations to Cuba, Note on the conversation Honecker/Jorge Ris-
quet, Member of the Politburo and Secretary of the Centralcommittee of the Communist Party of
Cuba, 17 April 1989, 439.
21 INA Archives, TV news hosted by Guillaume Durand, La Cinq, December 21,1989.
22 BStU, MfS, ZAIG 5461, 36.
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MikhailGorbachev’s present, sharedby the reformers inHungary andPoland,
was quite different: it was an open, multipolar world, in the process of a peaceful
transition towards a politically democratic society. By 1989, the Communists no
longer shared the same worldview on the present. This discordance, amplified
by Gorbachev’s withdrawal policy, was not necessarily internalized by Eastern
European dissidents and Western leaders. In the afternoon of November 9, 1989,
the West German chancellor met with Lech Wałesa and Bronislaw Geremek in
Warsaw. They discussed the situation in the DDR: Walesa feared that the situa-
tion would develop “out of control” (BMI et al. 1988, 492–496) and believed that
the East German authorities were going to mobilize the army to end the protests.
He anticipated an outbreak of violence, with the 1981 Polish precedent inmind. At
the very same time, on Moscow’s Staraya Square, a short walk from the Kremlin,
the CPSU’s Politburo was convening. The order of the daywas not the external So-
viet Empire, but the fate of the USSR itself: to what extent shouldmilitary force be
used to preserve its territorial integrity? Ultimately, Gorbachev turned down the
military option, instead calling for the formation of “a pan-Union consciousness”
drawing on “mass media” support (Blanton et al. 2010, 578).²³

In 1989, then, for a number of actors, timewas quite literally broken: the guid-
ing thread of stability and continuity – tradition, one might say – had been cut.
Once state Communism collapsed in the East, the past no longer illuminated the
future, and the mind of men wandered in obscurity, to paraphrase Tocqueville.
Frédéric Bozo’s work on FrançoisMitterrand clearly showed that the French presi-
dent feared this fluid geopolitical conjuncturewouldbringa “return to 1913” (Bozo
2005, 228–230). At the same time, such fears were shared by some Americanpolit-
ical scientists. In 1990, for instance, John Mearsheimer (1990, 52) argued that the
end of the Cold War could increase the threat of a return of wars and major crises
in Europe.

Pursuing the hypothesis of a global breach in time requires the production
of multi-sited empirical studies. For a number of political actors in power, these
fluid conjunctures had very practical effects on how they handled political crises,
and on whether they committed or not to diplomatic processes like German re-
unification. Exploring these temporal questions is admittedly a difficult task (as
it involves retracing these experiences of time in archives), but an innovative and
necessary means of updating approaches to 1989.

23 Session of the CC CPSU Politburo, November 9, 1989, transcribed in Savranskaya et al. (2010,
578).
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6 Rethinking 1989:
the challenge of a critical, decentered history

By 2009, as the twentieth anniversary of the fall of the BerlinWall was celebrated,
five years after the EuropeanUnionwas enlarged to former Eastern bloc countries,
the year 1989 had been proclaimed a foundational element in the memory of the
post-bipolar order, and canonized by numerous political actors and experts. Po-
litical commemorations, especially in Germany, constructed a heroic narrative,
emphasizing the role of Eastern European civil societies and celebrating the vic-
tory of freedom over Soviet communism.

As in all political discourses on historicalmemory (Lagrou 2013, 101–119), this
take on 1989 necessarily contained a kernel of truth. At the same time, it was at-
tacked for political purposes by such “memory entrepreneurs” as the head of the
PIS in Poland, Lech Kaczyński, or the leaders of the AfD in Germany, who took on
this “Bastille of memory” to denounce what they perceived as flaws in the post-
Communist transition, considered too soft or hijacked byWest German elites (see
Heurtaux and Pellen 2009).

This short-termmemoryof 1989 and its instrumentalization requirehistorians
to reconsider this historical object. Rethinking it in a global perspective should
allow us to unveil the considerable potential of historiographical innovation in-
herent in this written form of history. Mindful of the intermingling of spatial and
phenomenological dimensions, and of the differences in processes of dissemina-
tion and diffraction, this approach yields critical insights into this ‘global event’
while deconstructing the political uses of thememory of this “yearwithout equal”
(Grosser 2009, 14).

Historicizing 1989 as a global history requires a twofold research effort. On
the one hand, unprecedented empirical studies must be undertaken, drawing on
European, Arab, African, Latin American, and Asian archives. A new generation
of global historians will have to go beyond rhetoric postures denouncing Euro-
centrism and produce new studies implementing decentered approaches and ac-
counting for the plurality of experiences. On the other hand, global history, while
it does aim at “provincializing Europe”, in nowaymeans rejecting European con-
ceptual tools (Stanziani 2018). The first order of work is to examine how it is possi-
bly to breathe new life into the analysis of 1989 from the margins and peripheries
of theWestern world. Different spatial and temporal scale shifts should be consid-
ered jointly: what happens globally can be understood from a local vantage point,
in specific configurations, places of transit, interactions, and conflicts.

In effect, the shock wave of the “Gorbachev factor” was felt all around the
world, and these forms of concomitance and regional discontinuities should be
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addressed. On a micro level, 1989 was a considerable collective and individual
shock. This breach in everyday lives often came with the experience of disorien-
tation, of a profound loss of socio-professional identity and democratic disen-
chantment. At the same time, we need to consider of the experience of 1989 in
the margins and peripheries had gradually transformed Western Europe and the
West as a whole. In that sense, the conceptual tool of “co-transformation” sug-
gested by Philip Ther (2014, 279–305) in his history of neo-liberal Europe should
be discussed and operationalized to measure its analytical benefits.

Another means of reconsidering the global dimensions of 1989 would be to
take into account also the nostalgia produced in the West since the end of the
ColdWar. To some thinkers and international relations experts, the bipolar order,
despite the balance of terror, was a period of global stability. Its demise has given
way to an uncertain, changing international environment – between the rise of
China, the resurgence of Russia, and the withdrawal of the US –which has in turn
sparked nostalgia of the previous era.

Overall, 1989, as a possible prehistory of the conditions of our present, has
again become a key object of reflection for the history of our immediate contem-
porary times.
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