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Lessons unlearned from a divided Germany 
The fall of the Berlin Wall signaled the end for one tyranny but others have arisen 

Speech by Joe Schlesinger, retired CBC foreign correspondent, 

to the Arts & Letters Club of Toronto, Sept. 29. 2009 

 

We are this fall in the season of world-shaking anniversaries, anniversaries in years ending with a nine. 
There’s the 1949 founding of Mao’s People’s Republic of China. And 40 years later, the Tienanmen 
Square massacre that, even as Mao’s and Marx’s economic agenda was being thrown out the window, re-
affirmed their political doctrine of the dictatorship of the proletariat, or, more precisely, that of the 
Chinese communist party. 

On the other hand, 1989 also saw the unravelling of communism elsewhere… from the fall of the Berlin 
Wall, the Velvet Revolution in Czechoslovakia and their falling domino effect, including, above all, in 
Moscow. 

But the most important of these anniversaries passed on September first with no great fanfare, and 
certainly no celebration. And that was the start of the Second World War in 1939. In a way, all the great 
events of history that have happened since stem from that day 70 years ago. 

 I remember it well. I was eleven and I had arrived in Britain only two months earlier as a refugee from 
Czechoslovakia, or what had been Czechoslovakia until Hitler tore it apart and occupied it. 

What I remember best, though, is listening to British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain on the radio 
two days later declaring war on Germany.  

I remember having two reactions, both perversely enough, of satisfaction. For starters I felt pleased as 
punch that two months after I arrived in England speaking no English except “please, thank you, hello 
and goodbye” and being able to sing “My Bonnie lies over the ocean, my Bonnie lies over the sea,” I 
could now understand what that voice on the radio was saying. 

More important, I remember being heartened that someone was finally going to tackle that villain Hitler 
who was holding my parents hostage. Little did I know then of the ocean of blood that would follow and 
the loss of tens of millions of lives, those of my parents included, it would take to bring down Hitler.  

And I certainly could not have known that once the war was won, once I came back to Czechoslovakia, 
the pain would continue for much of Europe with Stalin replacing Hitler as the villain-in-chief and that I 
would once again become a refugee, this time ending up in Canada.  
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Having spent my youth as both witness and victim, having survived the barbarities of both Hitler and 
Stalin, I felt drawn to continue bearing witness to what Salman Rushdie called “the terrible, unquiet fuss” 
of history and eventually drifted into pursuing it as a career. I became a journalist not so much because I 
couldn’t leave the news alone but rather because the news wouldn’t leave me alone. 

I guess I have to add here that it has not exactly been a hardship. Being paid to roam the world as a 
foreign correspondent observing history unfold has been a privilege I would have had a hard time 
imagining when I started in journalism 60 years ago, a privilege for which I shall always be grateful.   

Still, my work and I were a good fit. The experiences of my youth turned out to be good training for my 
trade. They taught me to recognize the signs of political dissolution, to feel the fear and pain of the 
persecuted, to decipher the bombast of demagogues, to understand the feelings of abandonment when 
your country is threatened and the outside world doesn’t care.    

 

Eventful career 

But it was not all covering the world’s wars and other woes. To my great joy and surprise, I came to 
witness not just the world’s tragedies but also its triumphs.  

And it is with one of the greatest of these triumphs – the whimpering fall of communism – that I want to 
start my tale tonight… a tale of global change that for me was all too often personal. 

I was in Germany in November, 1989, covering the fall of the Berlin Wall, when I heard of the police in 
Prague, my old hometown, brutally breaking up an anti-government demonstration. Realizing that there, 
too, the barriers of communism were about to crash, I rushed to Prague to witness the beginning of what 
came to be known as the Velvet Revolution.  

Fifty years after I first left the country as a refugee from Nazism, 30 years after I fled from communism, I 
watched with amazement as the structures of intimidation that had driven me out unravelled peacefully in 
days.  

It was a joyful experience I thought I would never see, an experience that filled me with wonder about the 
resilience of the human spirit and reminded me forcefully that the human condition never stands still. 

Twenty years on, it still doesn’t stand still. It is, if anything, beset by more turbulence and uncertainty. 

At the time, however, the collapse of communism and the end of the Cold War that came with it were 
seen as the worldwide triumph of democracy and the cause of peace.  
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The end of history 

Some, like the American political scientist, Francis Fukuyama, even predicted that the defeat of 
totalitarian ideologies of both right and left signalled “the end of history,” that liberal democracy along 
with free market economies would become the final form of governance and that this would shape a more 
peaceful future for humanity.  

So far, though, despite the spread of democracy to many formerly authoritarian countries, many of the 
dreams and hopes of 1989 have been severely tested if not dashed. Instead of Fukuyama’s end of history, 
what we see is closer to the vision of another American thinker, Samuel Huntington.  

In what he called “The Clash of Civilizations,” Huntington predicted that with the end of the ideological 
conflicts that dominated the 20th century the world would revert to much older forms of conflict… ethnic, 
racial, religious and even tribal clashes. These quarrels often represent a leap back into history to before 
the Industrial Revolution of the 19th century and the Enlightenment of the 18th century.  

The most prominent such clash right now is, of course, between much of the Muslim world and the West. 
The terrorist threat that is at the headline-making forefront of this battle is, however, more a symptom 
than a cause.  

At the root of it all is the frustration felt by hundreds of millions of Muslims, especially Arabs, at the loss 
of Islam’s power and glory. A thousand years ago, Muslims ruled most of the known world from the 
Atlantic to the borders of China. They spread wealth and culture. They preached and practiced tolerance 
of others. They kept the flame of knowledge alive while most of Europe was still in the Dark Ages.  

A thousand years ago, a single library in Cordoba in Muslim-ruled Spain had more books than all of 
Christian Europe put together.   

Then, in the last couple of centuries, they lost it. While the West mushroomed technologically, 
economically and militarily, the Muslim world withered. The memory of Islam’s lost glory, combined 
with resentments of the miseries of the present, of poverty, authoritarian and often corrupt rulers and of 
the humiliation by western powers became the driving force that fuels many of the conflicts that grip the 
Muslim world today. 

Collective memory is a powerful driving force of societies. Memories of triumphs and tragedies, of 
humiliation and heroism. The memory of Jews of their expulsion from the Holy Land led to their return 
two millennia later to retrieve it. The memories of Irish Catholics still trying to deal in Ulster with the 
fallout of their defeat at the battle of the Boyne 300 years ago, or, for that matter, the memory of French 
Canadians of their defeat 60 years later at the Plains of Abraham. 

Such ancient memories outlast not only the modern blips of authoritarian ideologies but also the shackles 
of colonialism. A good example… the recent history of Indochina… a region afflicted with both 
communism and colonialism. 

During the Vietnam War and its collateral conflicts, the fraternal communist comrades of Indochina -- 
Vietnamese, Cambodian and Laotian -- all fought together.  Once they had won, though, the people of the 
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region went back to doing what they had been doing before the mui-lo – the long noses as the Vietnamese 
call whites – came along. They went back to fighting each other. 

The communist Chinese went to war against the communist Vietnamese. The Vietnamese, in turn, 
invaded communist Cambodia. Which is exactly what they had been doing when the French first arrived 
and took over more than a hundred years earlier. 

Defending themselves against the Chinese is what the Vietnamese have been doing throughout their 
history. Blocked in the north by the Chinese, the Vietnamese expanded southward, eventually managing a 
couple of hundred years ago to expel the Cambodians from the Mekong delta. What was once the Khmer 
town of Prei Nokor became Saigon and is now Ho Chi Minh City. 

If the French had not come along and frozen the process, the Vietnamese and Thais by now would have 
probably divided Cambodia and Laos between them. But European colonialism and the ideological Cold 
War turned out to be just temporary interruptions. Once the French and Americans left, the old history 
clock started ticking again.  

We can see that pattern repeating itself over and over again. In Europe, Yugoslavia is the prime example. 
Under the communists, class warfare, not ethnic conflict, was where it was at. Marshal Tito suppressed 
the nationalist quarrels that had divided Serbs, Croats, Slovenes and Bosnians even though they all come 
from the same Slavic stock, settled in the Balkans together and speak very much the same language. 

 

Location, location, location 

The root cause of their discord lies in the fact that they live on one of the world’s great geopolitical fault-
lines. To the south of them lay a burgeoning Ottoman Turkish empire, to the north, the Austro-Hungarian 
one, to the east, the Russians. All three reinforced their influence by converting the Yugoslavs, or South 
Slavs, within their orbit to their religion.  

So the Slovenes and the Croats became Roman Catholics, and, by extension oriented towards western 
culture. The Serbs, in the meantime turned eastward to the Orthodox Church. They became Russophiles 
and adopted the Cyrillic alphabet. Other Slavs, in turn, particularly in Bosnia, converted to Islam during 
the Ottoman expansion into Europe. 

Once Tito’s communism was gone, these old ethnic and religious quarrels came out of the deep freeze, 
and the Yugoslavs, ethnic kinsmen though they were, started killing each other in the name of causes 
imposed on them by the outside world.  

Such divides are responsible for just about all of the major confrontations of the day.  

In Sudan, where Arab North Africa confronts black Africa. On the Indian sub-continent, between Islamic 
Pakistan and Hindu dominated India. In the Caucasus and the Caspian basin, where European Russia 
comes up against the Islamic south and central Asia. 

Now, let me just add briefly here that such conflicts are never just about ethnicity or religion.  They are 
always about power. And often, greed.  
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In Sierra Leone, it was about diamonds. In Ulster about who’ll get the good jobs. In Angola and Nigeria 
about oil. Same thing nowadays in the Caucasus. Who is going to control the flow of all that oil from the 
Caspian basin and central Asia? The Russians? Or the West?  

Right now, of course, the most prominent battlefield of ethnic and religious rivalries is in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. Both countries are fragmented internally by contending groups that transcend their borders. 
Pashtuns, Tajiks, Hazaris and Uzbeks in Afghanistan. Iraq is split both ethnically between Arabs and 
Kurds and by religion between Shiites and Sunnis.  If that weren’t enough, both countries have had to 
contend with pressures of their bigger neighbours. 

Neither, despite what their constitutions may say, is a unitary state. Iraq, in fact, is an artificial country 
created by the British out of leftover bits and pieces of the Turkish Ottoman Empire they took over in the 
land-grab that followed the First World War. They did it to avoid having to bother ruling it directly 
themselves. The only time Iraq was effectively controlled from Baghdad was under Saddam Hussein who 
held it together by his rule of unremitting terror.  

I recite these facts that I’m sure you are aware of because they sum up starkly the difficulties that the 
foreign forces fighting insurrections in Iraq and Afghanistan face in trying to realize their goals of 
bringing stability and democracy to these two countries.  

Yet, having jumped in with both feet, can we really get out? The answer for Canada is, yes, we can and 
will end our combat role In Afghanistan. Canadians have certainly done more than their share of the 
fighting and dying there while others -- the Germans, the French and Italians -- have hugged the sidelines.  

Having said that, though, there is a larger issue of what would happen if NATO as a whole left. Or stayed 
doing what most of its troops have done in the past, that is hunkering down in well-protected bases and 
mostly limiting operations to quick strikes with heavy weapons or from the air.   

This is a form of warfare that inflicts a lot of collateral damage with heavy civilian casualties that only 
feeds the resentment of foreign troops and inevitably boosts the insurgent cause.  

We’ve been told that NATO is about to change its tactics to what is called armed nation-building, that is 
having small groups of soldiers constantly operating throughout the countryside to provide security that 
would put the civilian populace beyond the reach of the Taliban and allow them to lead normal lives. But 
that will require more boots on the ground. Still to be decided… whether and from where these soldiers 
would come and how many. Or even whether, if they were deployed, they could turn things around.    

One thing we do know. The West cannot afford to do what it did in Somalia when we went in and then 
quickly abandoned it when the casualties among allied forces started mounting. All it really took is the 
death of 18 U.S. marines in the Blackhawk Down incident.  

Somalia is still paying the price 15 years later in never-ending violence. But there, at least, with the 
exception of the piracy that has hit international shipping off its shores, the violence is contained locally. 
So we we’ve raised a fleet to protect our ships and turned a blind eye to what’s happening ashore. 
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In Afghanistan, failure would exact a much higher price. It would all but certainly endanger the country’s 
already unstable neighbour, Pakistan, and could end up toppling the regime and replacing it with allies of 
the Taliban or Al Qaeda.  

Given that Pakistan has an arsenal of nuclear weapons, the world simply cannot risk such an outcome. It 
could become the match that set afire much of the tinderbox that is the region stretching from the eastern 
shore of the Mediterranean with its Israeli-Palestinian dispute to the Indian sub-continent with its touchy 
India-Pakistani rivalry. Overly alarmist? Perhaps. But certainly too risky to ignore. 

Say what you will about the Cold War but at least, for all the depredations of its many armed conflicts, 
the two superpowers made sure, once they managed to avert a doomsday confrontation in the Cuban 
missile crisis, not to let thing get out of hand. Instead, they used proxies to harass and test each other.  

You could say that the wars in places such as Vietnam, Afghanistan and Nicaragua, for all the cost in life, 
limb and misery I witnessed when I covered these conflicts, were in a way controlled burns that tried  to 
avoid any possibility of a nuclear Armageddon. 

Nowadays, while we face the possibility of nukes getting into the irresponsible hands of rogue states, the 
prospect of all-out global war, nuclear or otherwise, has receded.  

Instead, we have little wars that kill far fewer people. But they can be as brutal as the big ones. In fact, the 
bad news is that they’re getting more so.  

 

Centuries of practice 

In many of them, the rules of war that have been built over centuries to reduce the more barbarous aspects 
of warfare, from the knights of old being taught to rescue damsels in distress to more modern rules of the 
treatment of non-combatants, these civilizing taboos have fallen by the wayside. 

The prime cause, of course, is the rise of fanatical often loosely organized bands whose main weapon is 
terror. In today’s suicide bombers, we have something new. History is full of people willing to martyr 
themselves to kill their enemies. In fact, we got the word assassin from an 11th Shia cult that did just that. 
So did the Japanese kamikaze pilots of the 20th century.  

Today’s breed, though, is different. They are willing to kill their own. Call them militants, terrorists, 
insurrectionists or even freedom fighters, creating chaos and inciting hate and division is their main aim. 
So they kill at random. Women, children, it doesn’t matter. 

That’s what we’ve come to. We may no longer be afflicted by the 20th century’s centralized structures of 
mass murder. From war as a huge industrialized enterprise, we’re back to war as a cottage industry. 
Moreover, it’s not the people who do the fighting who do most of the dying. Far more civilians are killed 
in wars these days.  

OK, so Francis Fukuyama’s end of history with its triumph of liberal democracy is nowhere near here yet. 
To be fair to Fukuyama, though, he certainly was no Pollyanna.  
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In fact, he was quite pessimistic about the future of mankind because of man’s inability to control 
technology. As for democracy becoming the world’s only form of government, he saw this as a gradual 
process that would take decades, perhaps even centuries. 

The fall of communism, though, did give democracy a jump start. We have many more of them, real 
democracies not just pretend ones, than we had 20 years ago. And even the most authoritarian and corrupt 
politicians feel obliged to pay homage these days to the idea of democracy.  

What’s wrong is the expectation that you can just overnight open the tight taps of authoritarianism and the 
pure water of democracy will come gushing out.  

For many, all too often for the Americans, all it takes to turn a country into a democracy is to hold free 
elections. But elections are to democracy only what weddings are to marriage… a start. The tough part 
begins after the honeymoon. 

Democracies, like people, need time, often a long time, to grow up. Just consider how long it took the 
British to adapt to democracy from the Magna Carta 800 years ago through the tribulation of the civil war 
of the Puritan Revolution in the 17th century. Or for that matter, the on-and-off flow of French democracy 
from revolution to the reign of terror, two monarchies, three empires and five republics in the space of 
less than two centuries. To say nothing of how long it took, for instance, for western democracies to give 
women the vote. 

Sure, everyone loves the idea of democracy, the freedom of it. But what they really love is freedom for 
themselves and not necessarily for others. One man’s liberty usually impinges on the freedom another. 
And that can lead to the tyranny of majorities. 

Real democracy demands tolerance for those you don’t agree with, even if they are a minority. It also 
requires the acceptance of compromise as an indispensable tool of governance.  

Furthermore, there is no such thing in democracy as one size fits all. Different societies have different 
needs and different traditions. Certainly the idea that western liberal democracy will triumph the world 
over is too simplistic. Even western democracies have different patterns that fit their national temper.  

Canada and the U.S. are a good example. We know them well. Or at least we think we do. Nothing, 
though, sums up our differences as succinctly as our leitmotiv slogans… the difference between their 
emphasis on the right to “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness” and our version of “peace, order and 
good government.” 

Sure, the American slogan is more catchy and attractive, and ours somewhat dull. But you know what? As 
much as we’d all like to be happy, life and liberty alone are not enough to allow us to get a crack at 
happiness. The sine qua non pre-condition for a happy life is peace, order and good government. 
Certainly the first two. Without them, forget it. How much government and what sort of government, 
well, we can always argue about that one.  

The differences between the various philosophies of nations are not limited to states whose people have a 
choice about how they’re governed. As much as communism was touted by Marx, Engels and others as a 
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universal scientific form of governance, in practice it, too, differed from nation to nation, depending on 
the character of its history.  

Soviet communism was certainly different from the Chinese Maoist version. Today, the communism of 
Vietnam and of North Korea is light years apart. 

Countries can also go through various forms of governance and yet maintain a certain historic consistency 
through them all.  

Take Russia, for example. From the Russia of the czars through the Soviet regime to its current 
democracy, the rulers in the Kremlin have consistently relied on the same sinister arm of government to 
wield power, and that is the secret political police. Under the czars, it was called the Okhrana. In Soviet 
times, the Cheka, OGPU and finally the KGB. Now, it’s the FSB, the Federal Security Service, with the 
ex-KGB agent Vladimir Putin and his cabal of fellow KGB officers at its head.   

I know, I know, what I’ve outlined so far makes for a bleak picture indeed. Yet I have to tell you that at 
heart I’m an optimist. Looking back at the world I grew up in, what we have today gives me great hope.  

The Europe of my childhood went through two world wars with more than 60 million casualties and cruel 
dictatorships. Now, Europe is at peace and mostly democratic. The Great Depression created miseries not 
only there but in here in North America, too. Now, despite the current economic problems, both are by 
comparison tremendously prosperous. 

In Asia, millions regularly starved to death in countries such as India and China. Now, these countries are 
growing in strength, confidence and prosperity. Almost all of Latin America used to be run by military 
dictators. Now, the colonels have just about all gone back to the barracks, and democracy is increasing its 
hold there.  

Africa, particularly black Africa, seems left out. It is still too deeply mired in misery. But at least Africans 
are increasingly in charge of their own destiny, and there’s hope that, as others have done before them, 
they will with time be able to achieve better governance.  

Am I being Pollyannaish? I don’t think so. You name it… whether it’s the improvement in the status of 
women, the lowering of racial barriers, increased life expectancy, lower infant mortality, wider access to 
education, better health care, or the growing self-determination of nations… most of humanity is in better 
shape than it was when I was young.  

Bottom line then? For all our serious problems, we live in an age of progress and once undreamt of 
possibilities. But with everything moving so much faster than it used to, with the means of destruction… 
whether from wars or environmental degradation… acquiring such cataclysmic force, we have to act 
quickly and decisively to save humanity from its hubris.  

With the outcome by no means certain, we seem fated to live in interesting times. Consigning someone to 
live in interesting times, though it wasn’t Confucius who coined the expression, has for centuries been a 
curse. But it need not be. If we learn from history, if we use the modern tools of technology and muster 
mankind’s common will we could yet turn it into a blessing.    

 


