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Historical and contemporary 
lessons of the transformation of 
Europe: the special case of GDR

In this article we consider the problem of the transformation of Eastern 
Europe on a special example of the GDR as «surprising opportunity». As 
can be judged from today’s perspective, the selfdissolution of the German 
Democratic Republic (GDR) constitutes an obvious special case in the his
tory of the transformation of the Central European and Central Asian states 
after the collapse of the Soviet Union. However GDR transformation is the 
exception to the rule. These aspects will be discussed in detail below. Ow
ing to these particular circumstances, the political, economic and mental 
changes which ensued in the former GDR can hardly be compared with 
those in other transformation states. All that in my view can be compared 
is the extent of the economic decline of industrial production and the rise 
in unemployment in the «new German states» (the common term for the 
former territory of the GDR).

I will present a few typical facts about the farreaching changes in 
the GDR, which saw the existing political, economic and ideological sys
tem abruptly and rigorously replaced but the mentality of the former GDR 
population hardly changed with regard to certain ideological attitudes. I 
will look at the transformees and transformers as well as at the winners and 
losers of GDR transformation and consider the lessons which can be drawn 
from this transformation, especially for individual nations and also for the 
international system of states as a whole, in particular for Eastern Europe 
and Central Asia.

Key words: History, Europe, Central Europe, Central Asia, transforma
tion, GDR, international system, economy, ideology.

Вaгнер Г.

Тaри хи жә не  
қaзір гі зaмaнғы Еу ропaның  

трaнс формaциялa нуы:  
ГДР-дaғы ерек ше жaғдaй 

Осы мaқaлaдa біз Гермa ния Де мокрaтия лық Рес пуб ликaсын 
мысaлғa aлa оты рып, Шы ғыс Еу ропaның трaнс формaциялaну мә се
ле сін қaрaстырaмыз. Ортaлық Еу ропa мен бұ рын ғы Ке ңес Одaғындa 
болғaн Ортaлық Aзия ның трaнс формaциялaнуын дa ГДРдың өзін
өзі тaрaтуы үл гі бол ды. Aлaйдa, ГДР трaнс формaциясы жaлпы ере
же лер ден ерек ше дә ре же де бол ды деп қaрaсты руғa болaды. Бұл 
aспек ті лер тө мен де ег жейтег жейлі тaлқылaнaтын болaды. Осы
ны нaқты ес ке ре оты рып, бұ рын ғы Шы ғыс Гермa ниядa орын aлғaн 
сaяси, эко но микaлық жә не пси хо ло гия лық (пси хикaлық) өз ге ріс тер ді 
бaсқa мем ле кет тер де болғaн өз ге ріс тер мен сaлыс ты руғa болмaйды. 
Бұл жaғдaйдa, ме нің ойымшa, тек өнер кә сіп тік өн ді ріс тің эко но
микaлық бaяулaу дә ре же сі мен «жaңa не міс мем ле кет» (ГДР бұ рын ғы 
aумaғындa қолдaнылғaн жaлпы тер мин) aумaғындaғы жұ мыс сыз дық 
мә се ле сін сaлыс ты руғa болaды. 

Тү йін  сөз дер: тaри хы, Еу ропa, Ортaлық Еу ропa, Ортaлық Aзия, 
трaнс формa ция, ГДР, хaлықaрaлық жүйесі, эко но микa, идеоло гия.

Вaгнер Г.

Ис то ри чес кие и сов ре мен ные 
уро ки трaнс формaции Ев ро пы: 

осо бый случaй ГДР

В дaнной стaтье мы рaссмaтривaем проб ле му трaнс формaции 
вос точ ной чaсти Ев ро пы нa осо бом при ме ре ГДР. Сaмо рос пуск 
Гермaнс кой Де мокрaти чес кой Рес пуб ли ки (ГДР) яв ляет ся, воз
мож но, чaст ным при ме ром в ис то рии трaнс формaции го судaрс тв 
Центрaль ной Ев ро пы и Центрaль ной Aзии пос ле рaспaдa Со ве тс ко
го Союзa. Однaко трaнс формaцию ГДР мож но считaть иск лю че нием 
из об щих прaвил. Эти aспек ты бу дут под роб но об суждaться ни же. 
В си лу этих осо бых обс тоя тель ств по ли ти чес кие, эко но ми чес кие и 
пси хо ло ги чес кие (ментaль ные) из ме не ния, пос ле довaвшие в быв шей 
Вос точ ной Гермa нии, вряд ли мож но срaвнить с преобрaзовa ниями 
в дру гих го судaрс твaх. Все, что, нa мой взг ляд, мож но срaвнить – это 
сте пень эко но ми чес ко го спaдa про мыш лен но го произ во дс твa и рост 
безрaбо ти цы в «но вом гермaнс ком го судaрс тве» (об щий тер мин для 
быв шей тер ри то рии ГДР). 

Клю че вые словa: ис то рия, Ев ропa, Центрaльнaя Ев ропa, 
Центрaльнaя Aзия, трaнс формa ция, ГДР, меж дунaроднaя сис темa, 
эко но микa, идеоло гия
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Introduction

According to Helmut Wiesenthal, a «transformation» involves 
the restructuring of the whole society, a «complete system change» 
[1] which more or less affects all areas of society – the political, 
economic and also the ideological system of nations. 

This means that «turning away from socialism» and a socialist 
system of state and «leaning towards capitalism» and a pluralist sy-
stem must inevitably lead to far-reaching social change which, if it 
ensues at a forced pace, can certainly take on a revolutionary nature 
and have painful consequences. 

In addition, the long-lasting mentality of a part of the GDR po-
pulation can be compared with the fate of people in other nations so-
cialized by «socialism». What is incomparable, and also unexpected, 
is the collapse of the Soviet imperium triggered by the loss of the 
GDR and the subsequent inexorable, groundbreaking development 
of the Central and Eastern European and Central Asian states, which 
initially was characterised by disintegration but later exhibited new 
forms of integration. 

While other peoples managed to set up their own nation state, a 
stable democratic system and an operational market economy in a 
historical process lasting centuries, the GDR needed only to assume 
these through integration into the Federal Republic of Germany. 
Only now, two decades after the sudden begin of this process, is 
it gradually becoming apparent how much more difficult it would 
be for whole peoples largely left to cope alone with the completion 
of a „catch-up revolution» while carrying heavy historical baggage. 
Juergen Habermas argues that the current „revolutionary changes» 
in Eastern Europe paved the way for „catching up on neglected de-
velopments» [2]. By this he means that, by „abolishing the people’s 
democracies», the Eastern European countries sought to connect in 
constitutional terms with the legacy of the bourgeoisie revolutions 
and in terms of society with the forms of behaviour and lifestyles 
of developed capitalism, in particular of the European Community. 
The GDR however was only „catching up» on what for four decades 
had separated the western part of Germany from the eastern part: 
«the politically happier and economically more successful develop-
ment». Habermas, profound and foreboding, adds that „this char-
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acter of a catch-up revolution is confusing because 
it is reminiscent of the older use of language which 
had (apparently, H.W.) just been abandoned by the 
French Revolution – of the reformist sense of a re-
turn of political forms of rule which follow on from 
one another and replace each other like in the orbits 
of the stars» [3].

The unexpected German reunification

First of all, it must be taken on board that at 
the end of the 1980s almost no one in the Federal 
Republic of Germany believed that German reunifi-
cation would happen any time soon. Back then the 
former Federal Chancellor Willy Brandt called the 
«talk of reunification» an «old lie of the German 
people», believing that it distracted people from em-
bracing the two-state solution and making the best of 
it. Federal Chancellor Helmut Kohl once later con-
fessed that, while he had always believed that Ger-
man reunification would come, he didn’t expect this 
to happen in his lifetime. The later Federal Chan-
cellor Gerhard Schroeder declared as late as June 
1989 that «after 40 years of the Federal Republic of 
Germany we shouldn’t lie to another generation in 
Germany about the chances of reunification. There 
is no chance» [4]. This erring view is explained by 
the fact that at the time almost no one could imagine 
that the Soviet Union would give up the ghost as 
suddenly as it then did and be consigned willy nilly 
to the history books. 

Positions on the domestic front. I cannot say 
to what extent US star journalist Bob Woodward’s 
report in January 1990 is typical of the western 
perception of GDR-Germans’ attitude. After a 
one-week stay in East Berlin, Woodward wrote in 
Time magazine that he had not met a single Ger-
man who was in favour of unification. According 
to Woodward, no one there wanted a «capitalist 
GDR». As it would turn out shortly afterwards, he 
was completely wrong, having given credence to 
his left-wing East German informants, and perhaps 
also following his own prejudices. At the time of 
the article, in January 1990, a representative poll 
revealed that 76% of GDR inhabitants were in fa-
vour of the union of both states. On 18 March 1990 
an overwhelming majority of the GDR population 
then voted for the GDR to be annexed by the Fed-
eral Republic of Germany as quickly as possible. 
The result was: 48.1% for the «Alliance for Ger-
many», 21.8% for the SPD, 16.3% for the PDS, 
5.3% for the «Union of Free Democrats» (FDP), 
and 2.9% for the «Alliance 90», formed by GDR 
civil rights activists. All these parties, including 

the PDS, spoke out in favour of reunification as 
quickly as possible or at a later date [5]. 

In the first elections open to citizens in both 
states, on 2 December 1990, the only party which 
spoke out against a quick reunification was the West 
German Green Party, which received only 3.9% 
support and thus, falling under the 5% threshold, 
was no longer represented in the German parlia-
ment. Meanwhile, the Party of Democratic Social-
ism (PDS), which succeeded the Socialist Unity 
Party (SED) and which campaigned for unification, 
won 11.1% of the votes in the separate eastern elec-
toral constituencies [5]. German reunification thus 
received impressive democratic legitimacy both 
from the GDR population and, after the GDR’s self-
dissolution of 23 August 1990 which was wrapped 
up on 3 October 1990, from the overall population 
of the new Federal Republic.

International reactions
When the opportunity for German reunifica-

tion suddenly emerged on the political agenda in 
1989/90, the reaction of the four victorious powers 
from 1945 was different and far more complex than 
the attitude of the Germans. Initially only the US 
was in favour of reunification, and even then not 
without reservations but under the condition that 
the new Federal Republic in its entirety remained 
in NATO and the EU and that it recognized the ex-
isting borders in Europe, including the Oder-Neis-
se line between Germany and Poland. The British 
government under Margaret Thatcher was anything 
but enthusiastic, only being prepared to agree to 
changes to the existing European system of states 
with a united Germany at its centre after a long tran-
sitory period. French President François Mitterrand 
initially invested his hopes in Soviet General Sec-
retary Mikhail Gorbachev, who he thought would 
prevent reunification. The overall election results 
were as follows: CDU/CSU = 43.8%, SPD = 33.5%, 
FDP = 11.0%, PDS = 2.4%, the «Greens» = 3.9%, 
the «Alliance 90», the combination of several east 
German opposition groups, = 1.2%. The PDS and 
the «Alliance 90» were represented in the German 
parliament because they received more than 5% of 
the votes in the eastern electoral constituencies – 9.9 
and 5.9% respectively [6]. In this belief however 
Mitterrand was wrong. 

Gorbachev swayed back and forth for a while. 
Speaking on 9 December 1989 before the Central 
Committee plenary of the Communist Party of the 
Soviet Union, he still brusquely rejected all plans for 
reunification. However, he changed his view in the 
course of the following month. On 30 January 1990 
Gorbachev coolly informed a stunned GDR Prime 
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Minister Hans Modrow, an SED bureaucrat of the 
old garde but with liberalist leanings and someone 
who continued to believe in the Soviet guarantees 
for the GDR’s existence, that the Soviet Union’s 
interests had changed and that it no longer consid-
ered the GDR as an interlocutor. On 10 February 
Gorbachev told Federal Chancellor Kohl that «the 
Germans themselves must resolve the issue of the 
unity of the German nation and decide in which state 
forms, at what time and with what speed and under 
what conditions they want to make this unity real-
ity». The view of Philip Zelikow and Condoleezza 
Rice on the position of the Western powers on Ger-
man reunification, was: «The Americans were the 
most benevolent in their behaviour, the French were 
more reticent, and Britain and the Netherlands were 
very standoffish»[7]. Ten years later he wrote in his 
memoirs that back then we «made it possible for the 
Germans to decide themselves». As desired by the 
Federal Government, when Gorbachev conceded on 
16 July in Stavropol that the united Germany should 
encompass the Federal Republic, Berlin and the 
GDR and could also be a member of NATO and the 
EU. The ground was thus laid in the international 
arena for German reunification. After the fall of the 
Berlin Wall on 9 November 1989 had opened the 
door for reunification, it was then achieved step by 
step in the space of only 329 days, up to its final 
completion on 3 October 1990. 

Thus, Germany was swift in taking the historic 
opportunity granted to it to make reunification hap-
pen. Under certain circumstances, a delay could 
have easily obstructed the whole project. 

Conditions for worldwide endorsement
The difficult unification process, expertly staged 

and pushed by the US Administration under Presi-
dent George Bush senior and the Federal Govern-
ment under Chancellor Kohl, was not only approved 
by the four directly involved victorious allies from 
1945. At the EU’s Strasbourg summit of 8-9 Decem-
ber 1989, all 12 member states at the time, includ-
ing Britain, France and Italy, passed a declaration 
in principle endorsing Germany’s unity as a state, 
although this «Strasbourg declaration» made no 
mention of this happening in the near future. Nev-
ertheless, at the special Dublin summit four months 
later on 28 April 1990, the EU heads of state and 
government expressly welcomed the forthcoming 
reunification, expecting it to have a positive impact 
on the European integration process. German reuni-
fication also met with approval around the world. 

One factor central to the largely positive re-
sponse to German unity both on the domestic front 
and internationally was the Federal Republic’s con-

sent to recognize the Oder-Neisse line under inter-
national law and thus, for better or worse, to agree 
to the partition of one quarter of Germany’s 1937 
territory [8], and also its assurance that it would re-
main a NATO and EU member and actively support 
European integration. Chancellor Kohl endeavored 
to do just that up until the change of government 
in 1998. The GDR’s accession to the Federal Re-
public and the EU on 3 October 1990 meant that its 
transformation had essentially become a task for the 
Federal Government. 

Aspects of the transformation process
If GDR transformation is understood as total 

system change, then it is still not yet completed af-
ter a period of 25 years. The declared aim of GDR 
transformation was convergence with the Federal 
Republic, and this objective remains for the new 
German states to this day. They have achieved a 
pluralistic political system which corresponds to the 
rule of law and also an economic system which op-
erates as a market economy, but with regard to po-
litical awareness there is still a considerable differ-
ence between «Ossis» and «Wessis», as the people 
from the two parts of the new Federal Republic were 
initially called. The reform of mentality appears to 
have ground to a halt. Even after 25 years there are 
marked differences between East and West Ger-
mans. It is perfectly possible that it will take a whole 
generation, another 30 years, to eliminate these dif-
ferences.

Innovation of the political system
With regard to the political sector, three aspects 

of GDR transformation shall be examined more 
closely now, which bear witness to the changes that 
have ensued: the change of the constitutional order, 
the newly established party-political system, and the 
virtually complete replacement of the GDR’s old 
political elite. The monopoly on power of a single 
party, the SED, has been broken. The monopoly 
of one party has been replaced by a pluralist multi-
party system adhering to the norms of the reunified 
Germany’s constitution. This constitution, which 
largely corresponds to the old Federal Republic’s 
Basic Law of 1949, was adapted without much fuss 
to the new conditions of a united Germany through 
eight amendments under Article 72 of the Basic Law 
between 23 September 1990 and 26 October 1997. 
Article 146 Basic Law was originally worded: «This 
Basic Law loses its validity on the day a constitution 
enters into force which has been freely decided upon 
by the German people» [9].

As far as the party-political system in the new 
German states is concerned, the existence of 24 
parties standing for election on 18 March 1990, 
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of which 12 made it into the East German parlia-
ment, caused a certain amount of initial unrest on 
the domestic policy front. The Party of Democratic 
Socialism (PDS), this new party, which 15 years af-
ter the end of the GDR, in 2005, registered 8.7% 
nationwide and gained a party-record of 25.3% in 
East Germany when it ran under the name «Left 
Party/PDS» in the federal election [10], came to 
represent a specific group of voters which in eastern 
and western Germany is very different. With one 
exception, the PDS recorded consistently increas-
ing results in the eastern electoral constituencies in 
earlier national elections: 9.9% in 1990, 19.8% in 
1994, 21.6% in 1998, 16.9% in 2002 [11]. I do be-
lieve that the «Left Party/PDS» can be considered to 
be democratic. This is confirmed by its participation 
in numerous coalitions at local council and local and 
regional government level. Therefore, in my view, 
it is wrong to flatly depict the party as anti- or un-
democratic. 

With the exception of the PDS, all parties in the 
new German states – both the Christian Democratic 
Union (CDU) and the Social Democratic Party of 
Germany (SPD), and also the liberal Free Demo-
cratic Party (FDP) and the Alliance 90 / Green Party 
– are entirely, or at any rate largely, «spin-offs» of 
the old Federal Republic parties which founded and 
funded them. It should be noted, however, that at 
least a certain tendency of all three phenomena – 
plummeting membership levels among established 
parties, voter apathy and fluctuating voting prefer-
ences which can only be explained by populism – 
can also be observed in the old German states.

Several facts very clearly demonstrate the rigour 
with which the personnel in the former GDR’s go- the personnel in the former GDR’s go-
vernment and civil service was reformed. Of the 
8000 or so members of the diplomatic corps and fo-
reign ministry of the GDR, just 35 interpreters were 
taken on by the external office of the Federal Repub-
lic of Germany. 

Discrepancies in German self-understanding
What can be said about the opinions that East 

and West Germans have of themselves and of each 
other? To answer this question, I shall now present 
and comment on several findings from polls on five 
issues – the view of people in both parts of Germa-
ny: 1) on democracy; 2) on freedom and equality; 3) 
on socialism; 4) on the economic system in the old 
and in the new Federal Republic; and 5) on whether 
both parts will manage to grow together or not. As 
with all polls, the results should not be taken at face 
value. At best they illustrate trends of opinions and 
may, in some cases, demonstrate the continuity of 
convictions. 

Over the past 14 years, the share of people who 
felt that democracy was the best form of government 
varied between 72% and 83% in western Germany, 
but between just 28% and 42% in eastern Germany. 
It is to be assumed that this discrepancy is the result 
of very different historical experiences. One char-
acteristic which the statistics share is a slight down-
ward trend, meaning that support for democracy has 
fallen equally in both parts of Germany. 

The second question is, if somewhat more ab-
stract, also concerned with the political views of 
people in both parts of Germany. Freedom and 
equality are rated very differently in eastern and 
western Germany. The eastern part favours equal-
ity, the western freedom. The opinions expressed in 
response to the third question of whether «social-
ism» is a «good idea» also share the same explana-
tion – they are acquired through a specific process 
of socialization. 

At first glance, the performance in the polls of the 
«social market economy», i.e. the economic system 
in the Federal Republic, is surprisingly poor. Wasn’t 
it precisely this system that provided the West Ger-
mans with their «economic miracle» in the 1960s and 
the East Germans with an «explosion of prosperity» 
in the 1990s? [12] This crushing verdict, which saw 
support for the economic system of the recent past 
plunge to just 12% in the east and 25% in the west, 
can probably only be explained by seeing that the 
system is being held responsible for poor economic 
performance, horrendous unemployment and futile 
attempts to reduce social security expenditure. 

It can be assumed, I think, that the 30% of east 
Germans in the polls – a relatively high proportion – 
who would prefer it if two separate states continued 
to exist are not thinking of foregoing their prosper-
ity but merely expressing their dissatisfaction at the 
circumstances in which the unity came about. 

Outcomes of transformation
This is the place to draw an interim conclusion 

of the GDR’s unique and almost impenetrable trans-
formation process. What has been achieved, and 
what has not been successful? Obviously we are not 
talking about a final outcome, but rather a provision-
al result. My analysis has focused on just a few cri-
teria. Of course, using other yardsticks leads to quite 
different verdicts. I have revealed my criteria – they 
are the facts which I consider to be important and 
which can be observed in the three sectors of society 
I have analyzed. They produce the following results 
in an analytical synopsis. 

Political stability and integration through re-
placement of the elite and pluralization of the party 
landscape
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With regard to the political and constitutional 
sector, what I have neglected to portray is the lively 
constitutional debate which took place in the de-
mocratized GDR, admittedly only among a small 
group of mostly eastern and western intellectuals. 

This debate however was inconsequential. As I 
described earlier, the Basic Law of the old Federal 
Republic was modified only slightly before becom-
ing the constitution of the united Germany. With the 
best or worst will in the world, one cannot detect in 
it any particular sign of the GDR. 

The party-political system in the new states was 
only briefly determined by a large number of parties. 
After the self-dissolution of the GDR, this number 
was soon reduced to just five parties, of which four 
were firmly established in the old Federal Republic: 
CDU, SPD, FDP and the Green Party, plus the PDS, 
which views itself as the democratized successor to 
the communist SED. 

The fact that the leading politicians and ad-
ministrators in the new states were not only largely 
removed, but replaced by top politicians and bu-
reaucrats from western Germany as part of a huge 
«shopping spree» also made a fundamental contri-
bution to the political stability of the Federal and 
state-level system of government. This defused the 
potential for conflict on the domestic policy front 
which existed in other transformation countries, 
where it frequently led to the disbandment’s of in-
dividual parties and the creation of new ones, to 
volatile governments (i.e. frequent changes of gov-
ernment) and to low turnout in elections. The new 
states of Germany were certainly also spared these 
phenomena because the adoption of the Federal Re-
public’s welfare state and the sustained increase in 
the standard of living softened the political conflicts. 
Nor has it prevented certain nostalgia for the GDR 
from becoming fashionable among particular sec-
tions of its former population. 

Psychological consequences of socialization: 
less democratic but more egalitarian, economi-
cally predominantly pessimistic, but only slightly 
nostalgic 

The antipathy towards the economic system 
in both the old and new Federal Republic is only 
gradually different, and emotional rather than 
fundamental in nature. Interestingly, there has 
evidently been a convergence of positions between 
the two sides on what the «idea of socialism» is. 

All in all, I tend to interpret the collected data as 
actually showing a striking continuity of opinions and 
convictions in both eastern and western Germany. 
In spite of everything that has happened politically 
and economically in the 25 years since the end of 

the GDR, they have hardly changed, conserving 
a notable constancy. This is an indication of an 
«intellectual lag» in the former GDR, and equally 
in the former Federal Republic, at least with regard 
to the opinions revealed by the polls. Such attitudes 
are somewhat outdated! Admittedly, if Hegel was 
right when he said that Minerva’s owl only takes 
flight in the evening, then that would seem to be true 
of attitudes in general. The quote: «If philosophy 
paints everything pessimistically, then a form of 
life has become old and the pessimism cannot be 
rejuvenated but only recognised; Minerva’s owl 
only takes flight as darkness falls» [13]. Thinking 
always follow events.

Transformers and transformees, winners 
and losers of transformation

At the end of my analysis of and reflections 
on GDR transformation I would like to pose two 
questions which will lead me to the consequences 
of the transformation as mentioned in the title of this 
article. One question concerns the motives of the 
transformers and the reactions of the transformees, 
and the other applies to the winners and losers of 
GDR transformation. Both questions are seldom 
posed, presumably because they are difficult to 
answer satisfactorily. 

I shall ask them anyway, because they admit a 
host of answers. 

I am reminded of what Claus Offe said about 
GDR transformation, back in 1992, so right at the 
outset, when it was only possible to speculate: This 
unique mode of transformation – probably the only 
politically acceptable one – which we can observe in 
the GDR (i.e. transformation per accession, H.W.) 
offers self-evident advantages in comparison with 
the mode of transformation in the other countries. 
These countries have to repair their ships on the 
open sea, while the GDR can be rebuilt in the dry 
dock of the Federal Republic. 

The other countries have to rescue themselves, 
while for the new states there is a robust rescue 
crane at the ready. This external control over the 
transformation process goes hand in hand with 
specific drawbacks absent in other countries. As 
Wiesenthal has confirmed, «the GDR’s special status 
should not be considered as invariably privileged», 
whereby Wiesenthal was rather understating [14].

All in all, everyone has been fortunate!
The East Germans – and not only them – have 

been fortunate in their misfortune, in that things 
have come to pass as they have. I think this becomes 
apparent when we try to uncover the winners and 
losers of the changes and transformations in the 
Eastern European and Central Asian countries. 
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With regard to income and quality of life, all the 
others, particularly pensioners and the unemployed, 
but even those who lost dreams and jobs, can feel 
that they are winners. An additional aspect is that the 
first expansion of the EU to the East, to incorporate 
the GDR, was a forerunner for further enlargements, 
about which for a long time many Eastern and 
Western Europeans could only dream. And finally, 
German reunification in the EU framework resolved 
the apparently unsolvable «German question» 
quietly and almost without being noticed, even if it 
was painful for Germans for being connected with 
the loss of a quarter of their country’s territory.

The solution to the intricate question, called the 
«German one» consisted of the fact, to my mind, 
that during the entire period of Germany’s unity 
no mutually acceptable place could be found for 
Germany in a Europe split into sovereign states, 
because of the country’s size and energy. Europe 
was always afraid of potential German hegemony, 
while Germany always feared being surrounded 
by potential enemies. Only in a united Europe, in 
which the former major powers were shackled or are 
at least about to sacrifice part of their sovereignty 
at the common altar (as hard as this is for them), 
could it be hoped that the always unstable European 
balance of power system could be overcome, once 
and for all. 

As a result, everyone – the Germans and 
Europeans, and also the populations of the bordering 
Asian countries – can count themselves among the 
winners.

Conclusion: comparing the incomparable

I am nevertheless inclined to derive two general 
lessons from the transformation of the GDR and 
other Eastern European and Central Asian countries 
to date. 

Firstly, it is desirable and in the general interest 
for two parts of a nation separated by force to free-
ly unite and assist each other in the process of uni-
fication; as it is equally the right of nations united 
by force to separate from each other again in peace. 
Both these events have happened as a result of the 
transformation process in Central Europe and Cen-

tral Asia. Secondly, the approval of the neighbours 
and the international community is necessary for 
such a national unification or divorce in order to be 
successful. 

The common German transformation can serve 
as an example, in its impact if not its process, for 
a national unification which is not impossible even 
against a backdrop of conflicting political and eco-
nomic systems, provided that the national will to 
unite and engage in mutual assistance has not been 
lost when unification becomes possible due to ex-
ternal circumstances. German history also teaches 
us however that this will can be lost over time. No 
one knows whether both German parts would have 
wanted reunification if the separation had endured 
for two more generations, as the example of Aus-
tria teaches us. It also seems certain to me that the 
neighboring countries would never have agreed to 
German reunification outside the framework of the 
EU and NATO. Those European states that have 
dissolved themselves in the course of their transfor-
mation and disintegrated into their national parts – 
Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia – can equally serve 
as examples. Somewhat belatedly they have dem-
onstrated that multiethnic states fall apart if they 
do not, like Switzerland, grant minorities the same 
rights as the majority and give them space to unfold 
their own culture. It is also perfectly clear that both 
German unification and the Czechoslovakian and 
Yugoslavian separations were helped by extraordi-
nary circumstances. 

As the German case and also the recent history 
of the Eastern European countries have shown, it is 
therefore favourable, or even necessary, for nation-
building and transformations of society of the type 
discussed here to receive external support and assis-
tance if they are to succeed. It is even more advanta-
geous if this aid is not only bilateral but multilateral 
or even supranational in nature. With a glance at the 
Central Asian countries, I will conclude by saying 
that small states will sooner or later fall victim to 
imperialist major powers, if they are isolated and 
do not receive backing and assistance from a com-
munity of states which guarantees through its form 
of organization that small nations within it are pro-
tected and their existence secured.
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