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Chapter 12

Normalisation across Borders: Official Cooperation and Contacts between East

Germany and Czechoslovakia, 1969-80*

Matthew Stibbe

Published version in McDermott, K., & Stibbe, M. (Eds.) Czechoslovakia and Eastern Europe in

the Era of Normalisation, 1969-1989. (pp. 259-289). London: Palgrave Macmillan

From January to October 1980, with Europe and the world in the midst of a new, more tense, phase in
the Cold War, the British postgraduate student and Spectator columnist Timothy Garton Ash — later
an Oxford don and Guardian feature-writer — spent several months living in the German Democratic
Republic (GDR) as a visiting research student at Berlin’s Humboldt University.! Among the many
developments he witnessed during that time, seen with his own eyes or through the eyes of the
‘ordinary’ East German citizens he encountered, one stands out in particular. In autumn 1980, as his
stay was coming to an end, the government announced that from 30 October it was introducing new
travel restrictions for citizens intending to journey to Poland, and likewise for Polish citizens wishing to
visit the GDR. This represented a reversal of a previous agreement, coming into force on 1 January
1972, for visa-free travel between the two countries 2 Now East Germans could only cross into Poland
with a visa, which they could only obtain if they had a formal invitation from an official Polish body or a
private individual with a verifiable address in the People’s Republic of Poland (PRP). In other words,
East German citizens could no longer simply travel to Poland as anonymous tourists or shoppers
unobserved by the state.® Garton Ash, a regular visitor to, and keen watcher of events in Poland as
well as East Germany, recorded the reactions of East Berliners to news of the new travel
arrangements. In a book published in the West German Federal Republic (FRG) in 1981 he noted:
Yet again GDR citizens feel, as they did nearly twenty years ago when the Berlin Wall was
constructed, that they are being closed off on all sides. ‘They have bricked up the last window
of our prison’, a [Berlin] housewife lamented.*
Reading Garton Ash’s volume, contemporary Cold War critics of the GDR and its human rights
abuses might easily have drawn a linear historical time-line, beginning with the sealing of the inner-

German border in 1952 and the violent crushing of the 17 June 1953 people’s uprising, moving
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through the erection of the Berlin Wall in 1961 and the ongoing technical modernisation of its barriers,
fortifications and watchtowers thereafter, and ending here with the new travel restrictions to Poland in
1980.5 These restrictions were reminiscent of the ‘Stalinist’ 1950s and represented an end to the more
‘liberal’ travel arrangements of the 1970s.® However, Garton Ash’s point was more differentiated than
this, and in fact even more damning of the post-1971 East German regime under Erich Honecker and
its unique position inside the Soviet bloc. The ‘they’ whom the housewife referred to, he explained,
were not the communist rulers of the GDR, but their Polish counterparts, who — in supposedly typical
Polish fashion — had allowed chaos to reign by recognising the independent trade union Solidarnos¢
(Solidarity) under the Gdansk agreement of 31 August 1980. Soviet military intervention in Poland
was now feared, not because it would threaten the newly-won rights of Polish workers, but because it
would upset the relative economic and political stability achieved in East Germany in the 1970s. In the
GDR there were no strikes, and even the theoretical right to take industrial action was not recognised.
Instead there was a withdrawal into private life.” While SED rule was never accepted as ‘normal’, the
‘selfish’ political desires of the Poles could not be allowed to interfere with the ‘inescapable’ need for
order across as well as within the borders of the separate socialist nations. ‘Normal life’, from this
every-day, ‘non-political’ perspective, might also be seen as under threat from ‘the Poles’ widely
decried habit of emptying East German shops of goods unavailable in Polish stores’.®

The housewife’s comments in turn were presented by Garton Ash as typical of the alleged
‘cravenness’ [Subalternitat] of the East German people towards their own state.® The GDR of the late
1970s, he argued, was an example of ‘mature totalitarianism’.1° Its rulers kept the population in line
less through open terror and labour camps and more through constant surveillance and reliance on a
deep-rooted national tendency to respect state authority. These peculiarities helped to explain why
East Germany could never be a ‘normalised’ dictatorship in the same way that Janos Kadar's
Hungary or Gustav Husak’'s Czechoslovakia became after 1956 and 1969-70 respectively. Even the
tiny group of dissident ex-communist East German writers who were expelled, or allowed to emigrate,
to West Germany in the 1970s were not ‘normal’ dissidents like Lech Watesa or Véaclav Havel. As
renegade former members of the ruling Socialist Unity Party (SED), they were cut off from direct
contact with their ‘normal’ public at ‘home’, often finding that even the books they had published prior
to becoming persona non grata could no longer be reprinted for a new generation of East German

readers. Yet their unresolved status as ‘ex-GDR writers’ also meant that they could not successfully
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‘exit’ into a world beyond the communist state project they had left behind.'* ‘Ordinary’ West German
citizens and, more notably, the radical Marxists of the ‘1968 generation’, were not interested in
engaging with them, or in helping them to create a ‘better’ GDR. This gave them, essentially, just one
option: to say nothing in public about their homeland at all, out of fear that any critical remarks would
immediately be misinterpreted as a complete renunciation or betrayal of their socialist political
heritage.*?

In the thirty years since its collapse in 1989-90, Garton Ash’s characterisation of the East
German dictatorship as a peculiarly insidious example of ‘mature totalitarianism’ has been challenged
from many sides, not least from scholars who look at the various forms of private and public
accommodation that ordinary people made with the regime to achieve a degree of normalisation ‘from
below’.*® According to Mark Allinson, much of the new literature has focused on exploring how the
GDR'’s real or imagined ‘internal normality’ in the 1970s was negotiated and experienced ‘at all levels,
from the grassroots to the senior political leadership’.* One area that has so far not been examined,
however, is the place of Husak’s Czechoslovakia in post-1969 visions of what ‘normalised’ communist
rule across borders might look like. After all, Garton Ash’s housewife was wrong on one point: East
Germany was not literally ‘walled in’ after 1980 because its southern frontier with the Czechoslovak
Socialist Republic (CSSR) — which had also been opened to visa-free traffic from mid-January 197215
— remained crossable for the average private GDR tourist throughout the Solidarity crisis and beyond.
All that was needed, as Stefan Wolle points out, was a personal ID card, together with an emergency
supply of food and a cheap place to stay (as acquiring a sufficient amount of Czechoslovak crowns
(koruna) before leaving home was not always possible).'® Indeed, it was only in early October 1989 —
with thousands of East Germans seeking refuge in the West German embassy in Prague following
the temporary closure of the frontier between Austria and Hungary — that travel restrictions on the
GDR'’s border with Czechoslovakia were first seriously considered, and then implemented, by the
SED Politburo.’

How and to what degree 1970s Czechoslovakia served as a model of socialist normality for
East Germany’s leaders, or if not a model, then at least a source of cross-border reassurance that
communist rule could be strengthened after the crisis of 1968, has so far escaped the attention of
scholars of the period. Instead, emphasis has been placed on the growing ‘German-ness’ of the SED

regime from the mid-1960s or its construction of a ‘GDR patriotism’ rooted in identification with ‘nation’
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and ‘homeland’ as the essential foundation stone of ‘socialist internationalism’ and cultural
exchange.!® Garton Ash, for instance, cites a speech made by the Culture Minister Klaus Gysi on 28
August 1968 at the National Theatre in Weimar, the place most commonly associated with German
classical humanism. Here Gysi attacked intellectual developments in the CSSR not just during the
Prague Spring, but in the entire period since 1960. In particular he ridiculed attempts by Marxist
literary scholars to claim Franz Kafka for the European revolutionary-humanist ideal at a landmark
academic conference in Liblice in 1963:

Which heritage is more suited to furthering our cause? Is it [Goethe’s] Faust... who through

his actions lays bare the immortal human spirit, [and] who thus has the historic right to say:

‘The traces of my days on earth will remain for eternity’? Or are we better served by Kafka'’s

Gregor Samsa, who awoke one morning from a tumultuous dream to find that he had

metamorphosed into a gigantic insect?*®
However, the problem with this argument is that 1960s/70s demarcation (Abgrenzung) in the sphere
of communist high culture and ‘national’ heritage, although highly significant, did not rule out cross-
border cultural exchange in other areas, such as technical education and youth tourism, trade union
activity, military/civil defence preparations and — perhaps most tellingly of all — border security itself.
Indeed, given the ‘shock’ of 1968, and the degree of hostility felt in official circles in East Berlin
towards the Prague Spring, what is perhaps most surprising is how quickly ‘normal’ relations were
restored. In this sense, the decade after the removal of party First Secretary Alexander Dub&ek and
Prime Minister OldFich Cernik from office in 1969-70 and their replacement with the Brezhnevite
‘realists’ Husak and Lubomir Strougal respectively takes on a special relevance.

This chapter uses East German government records, tourist reports and secret police (Stasi)
files to examine areas of ‘renewed’ political cooperation in the 1970s more closely. Its central thesis is
that the agreement to introduce visa-free travel for East German and Czechoslovak citizens on both
sides of the border from 1972 played a key role in the GDR’s attempts to assert its sovereignty and
independent existence vis-a-vis the FRG. In this sense, the post-1969 East German-Czechoslovak
relationship underpinned what Garton Ash refers to as a process of ‘stabilisation without
liberalisation’.° It also influenced East Berlin’s response to the Solidarity crisis in Poland in 1980-81.
The chapter begins by looking at border security, moves on to examine issues of ideology, defence

preparedness and education, and ends with a discussion of the role of foreign travel in methods of
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SED rule. Throughout, the emphasis will be on the political aspects of the partnership between

Prague and East Berlin, although economics and trade also played some part.

Borders and Border Security

The divided Germany of the post-1949 era has been characterised by Thomas Lindenberger as a
‘border region of the Cold War’.?! The physical presence and historical specificity of the heavily-
guarded inter-zonal boundaries can be observed on many different levels: the visceral, the
geopolitical, the generational, the cultural, the sartorial-transgressive, the ecological and even in
private fantasies and desires, fiction-writing, individual biography or personal life-story telling.??> The
GDR’s long drawn-out quest for international (or rather Western) recognition of its existence as a
separate state is an important part of what historians call ‘normalisation... in relation to external
affairs’.?® The building of the Berlin Wall in August 1961 is commonly regarded as marking the
beginning of this process, as it placed West Germany and its NATO allies before a dilemma. Either
they could move cautiously towards de facto recognition to the GDR as a (separate) non-NATO
country aligned since 1955 to the Warsaw Pact bloc of nations, and negotiate with its (‘legitimate’)
state representatives in order to make gradual improvements to East Germans’ lives, a strategy which
SPD leader Willy Brandt’'s advisor Egon Bahr called Wandel durch Annéherung (‘change through
rapprochement’).?* Or they could erect new barriers to dialogue with the East in face of the evident
failure of the 1950s ‘rollback’ strategy to bring about any significant weakening of communist rule
there.

The Warsaw Pact invasion of Czechoslovakia in August 1968, and the apparent involvement
of East German troops, caused a temporary halt in the slow but inexorable move from the latter to the
former strategy as the 1960s progressed. Parliamentary elections were due in the FRG in September
1969, and these resulted in the formation of the ‘social-liberal’ coalition headed by Brandt a month
later. Finally in March 1970 East and West German leaders met face-to-face for the first time at a
‘summit’ in the East German city of Erfurt. This was a game-changing development, which paved the
way for the implementation of a Transit Agreement regarding civilian traffic between West Germany
and West Berlin in May 1972; the Basic Treaty between the FRG and GDR in December 1972; and

formal diplomatic recognition of East Germany by Britain, France and the USA in 1973-74.%
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As far as the ‘normalisation’ of German-German relations was concerned, the GDR thus
appeared to have scored a number of successes in the early 1970s, especially as the Basic Treaty
with the FRG paved the way for the entry of both countries into the United Nations (UN) in September
1973.26 According to the US State Department, by the beginning of 1975 the GDR already enjoyed
diplomatic relations with 113 countries, most of them belonging to the non-communist world.?” By
1981 this had risen to 130 countries.?® The new East German constitution, adopted on 7 October
1974, dropped all mention of the ‘German nation’ and simply referred to the GDR as a ‘socialist state
of workers and peasants... forever and irrevocably allied with the Soviet Union’.?° Meanwhile, as a
precaution, and in case things went wrong with the new Transit Agreement, significant technical
improvements were made to the Berlin Wall in the second half of the 1970s under a scheme known
as ‘Border Wall 75’ (Grenzmauer 75).%° Famously, Honecker predicted in January 1989 that the Wall
would still exist in ‘50 or 100 years’ time’.3* Many in the West believed him.

For all the fanfare over détente, the new Ostpolitik, as the Bahr-Brandt policy had come to be
known in West Germany, was still not fully trusted by the GDR, some of whose leaders continued to
see it (to draw on a phrase first used in 1963 by East German Foreign Minister Otto Winzer) as
‘aggression in felt slippers’; in other words as a continuation of, rather than a fundamental break with,
the old ‘imperialist’ rollback strategy of the 1950s.3? The Stasi in particular worried about ongoing
‘ideological penetration’ by the West, not only of the GDR, but of neighbouring communist states,
especially Poland and Czechoslovakia. For this reason, it kept a close eye on ‘subversive’
organisations such as Aktion Stihnezeichen, a West German church initiative which ran youth camps
in the 1960s and 70s in countries behind the Iron Curtain,3 and Amnesty International, the human
rights group established in London in July 1961.3* Concerns about border security were also
heightened in the late 1970s. Ten years after the meeting in Erfurt, there was still no Western
recognition of GDR citizenship, as Honecker complained in a speech to SED functionaries in Gera on
13 October 1980.%° In the same month, representatives of the Western Allies were observed openly
filming a military parade in East Berlin to mark the thirty-first anniversary of the GDR’s existence in
order to make the point that deployment of East German troops in the ex-German capital was a
violation of that city’s post-1945 four-power status.®® Partly in response to this ‘provocation’, the East
German authorities dramatically increased the compulsory daily minimum currency exchange

required of western civilians visiting East Berlin from thirteen to twenty-five marks, and for West
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Berliners from six marks to twenty-five marks. It also abolished the exemption previously offered to
pensioners and lowered the maximum age for children’s free passes from sixteen to six.%’

The presence of Western military observers at the anniversary parade in East Berlin on 7
October 1980 (as in previous years) was a particularly striking example of why the GDR was still not a
‘normal’ country. None of this was imaginable for any other Soviet bloc state. There was also strong
evidence that many East Germans still felt that they belonged to a single nation with West Germans,
a feeling that was partly based on imagined historical and cultural ties, partly on shared experiences
of watching the same films and television programmes, and partly on very real private-familial
connections and encounters with friends and strangers along the border.*® Physical barriers could not
overcome this, as shown, for instance, in the unforeseen spontaneous welcome given to Brandt by
ordinary East Germans in Erfurt in March 1970.%° Whether they regarded the Federal Chancellor's
gradual shift towards de facto recognition of the GDR as a stroke of genius or as a tactical mistake
that would make things worse in East Germany, few saw him as a foreign statesman who, by coming
to Erfurt, was interfering in business that did not concern him.*® At best, the Basic Treaty of 1972 and
the Helsinki Final Act of 1975 ensured that the physical border between the two Germanys would not
be changed by force; they did not guarantee that it would last forever.**

In respect to wider Cold War tensions, the GDR'’s frontier with Czechoslovakia was clearly
less of an issue than the German-German border and the Berlin question. However, in terms of
regional security politics it was also a source of anxiety for the SED regime in the 1960s and beyond.
At the time of the Prague Spring, Stasi files indicate concern about unofficial meetings between young
East and West Germans in the CSSR — especially in Prague and in the area around the three-way
frontier town of Cheb in the Karlovy Vary region — and the opportunities this occasionally gave to GDR
citizens to flee to the FRG.*? The border was closed to all ‘normal’ civilian traffic during ‘Operation
Danube’, the codename for the Warsaw Pact invasion of 20-21 August 1968, and remained a heavily
guarded Sperrgebiet (restricted area) for some time after that, with the restrictions imposed on 15
August 1968 only gradually eased between 30 April 1971 and the end of that year.*3

In the interim, the East German security services took a keen interest in how well the border
was being policed on the Czech side. In June 1970, for instance, the regional Stasi authorities in Karl-
Marx-Stadt (Chemnitz) reported to headquarters in East Berlin on information received from one of its

agents in the passport control office in Vojtanov near Cheb, regarding ‘Gypsies’ seeking to enter the
253



Chapter 12

GDR without having the necessary papers or money for a visa. Following pressure from East Berlin,
such persons were now being turned back at the border and their passports seized, as were those
who ‘upon inspection arouse suspicion because of concerns over their smuggling activities, their
unclean appearance or the likelihood that they intend to commit customs violations of one kind or
another’.** In the same report, it was noted that the railway stationmaster at Vojtanov had been given
permission to visit the FRG in July, and had told ‘one of our secret informants’ that ‘he would probably
try to stay in West Germany because he could earn more there than in the CSSR’. This information
was subsequently passed on to the Czechoslovak state security service (StB) at central level.*®
The Stasi was also concerned about the behaviour and political attitudes of East German
citizens who visited the CSSR in the years immediately after the Warsaw Pact invasion. Much was
made of a meeting that was supposed to have taken place in Prague in late July 1969 between anti-
communist activists from the GDR and FRG: ‘The participants all stayed at the Hotel “Solidarita”,
Prague 10... The GDR citizens were in room 512 and the West Germans in room 624’.%5 In March
1970, at the time of the summit between East and West German leaders in Erfurt, a Stasi liaison
officer in Prague reported that one of his StB contacts had passed on information about two GDR
citizens, aged thirty-nine and thirty-four, who had been working as machine-fitters for a firm in Tachov
in the Plzen region and who got talking to an undercover informer while drinking in a bar there:
The GDR citizens, who had drunk quite a lot, made inflammatory remarks about the
development of socialism in the GDR. For instance, they claimed that 80% of the
population... were against socialism and in favour of a capitalist society, as in West
Germany... They also spoke in disparaging terms about Comrade W. Ulbricht... Furthermore,
they suggested that by 1978 there would be a ‘united” Germany. The conflict between China
and the Soviet Union would play a crucial role here.*’
Reports like these tallied with fears already existing in East Berlin since 1969 that China was
interfering in Prague in order to bolster the international forces of ‘counter-revolution’ as part of its
own escalating border conflict with Moscow.*® Concerns about the ability of the newly-installed Husak
regime to ward off threats from China and other global ‘anti-Soviet’ forces were heightened by a
conversation between Czechoslovak Federal Interior Minister Jan Pelnai and the head of Department
X of the Stasi, Willi Damm, in July 1969.%° According to Damm, Pelnafi admitted that the

Czechoslovak security services were still not ‘ready for action’ [aktionsfahig] as a result of
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‘federalisation’ under Dubcek from 1 January 1969, ‘insufficient discipline and morale among the rank-
and-file operatives’ dating back to earlier in the 1960s, and ‘the continued presence of right-wingers in
leading positions’:

The investigative organs are unable to bring cases to a successful conclusion. He referred

specifically to a case in Karlovy Vary, where a large group of senior functionaries of the

[banned] [Revolutionary] Socialist Party had produced and distributed tons of illegal

pamphlets containing anti-Soviet agitation and attacks on our party and state. Although there

was enough evidence against them, the inquiry launched by the investigative organs was still

not making any progress...%°
However, the replacement of Pelnaf on 28 January 1970 with the more hard-line Radko Kaska led to
a gradual increase in confidence that the Czechoslovak security services were finally getting a grip on
the situation and were willing to engage in deeper cooperation on border and regional security
guestions. In a report on a visit to Prague in April 1971, Damm noted that ‘Comrade KASKA
immediately agreed with my proposal for a joint consultation on issues to do with passport control and
tourist traffic’. Even more significantly, Kaska was ‘happy to grant me access to the archives of the
Federal Ministry of Interior and the Czech Ministry in order to gather information connected to live
investigations’.>* Among the documents that Damm was able to get hold of was a report on the
above-mentioned ‘Trotsykist’ group, the ‘Revolutionary Socialist Party’, and its supposed links to
dissident communists in Paris and West Berlin, which he subsequently had translated into German for
his superiors at Stasi headquarters.>? This cooperation paved the way for a face-to-face meeting
between Kaska and Stasi chief Erich Mielke in Prague on 14 January 1972. The discussion dealt not
only with information sharing on suspect individuals, but also, more generally, with ‘the special
challenges in managing international travel and tourist traffic posed by the anticipated lifting of border
restrictions’.>® The following day, and presumably after Mielke had signalled his agreement, the new
arrangements for visa-free travel came into effect.

One final area of border cooperation, which was very relevant to the GDR vis-a-vis its Transit
Agreement with the FRG in May 1972, was that the Czechoslovak authorities remained determined
not to allow Austrians (or other western tourists travelling from Austria) to use its territory as a direct
land route to and from the GDR or West Berlin.>* Instead, western passport-holders wishing to travel

to these places would have to use the prescribed routes from the FRG set out in the Transit
255



Chapter 12

Agreement, an arrangement that not only reflected shared, inter-dependent East German-
Czechoslovak thinking on border security but also safeguarded the income that the GDR hoped to
make from compulsory currency exchanges. Indeed, the CSSR seems to have already taken a leaf
out of East Germany’s book in this respect, introducing its own compulsory exchange system from 1
June 1970, whereby tourists seeking to enter its territory from the FRG and Austria were required to
exchange $5 per day (for adults) and $2.50 (for children aged six to fourteen).%® The reciprocal visa-
free travel afforded to GDR citizens from 15 January 1972 thus squared the circle. It was a clear and,
for East Berlin, reassuring signal that, after taking the wrong path in 1968, the CSSR was now actively
promoting itself again as a committed member of the socialist community of nations. Nonetheless, the
border between the two countries — including the four official entry points by rail, the four by road, and
a handful of secret portals which were only to be opened in emergencies (so-called
Katastrophenlibergédnge) — continued to be monitored closely by the Stasi, which as late as 1986
commissioned a series of detailed photographs from the air of every single gateway in and out of
Czechoslovakia and stored them in its archives.>® State security, in other words, remained paramount,

and there could be no relaxation in this regard.

Ideology

Even without the ideological challenges emerging from Prague and Beijing, the last three years of
Walter Ulbricht’s period as First Secretary of the SED, from 1968 to 1971, were full of uncertainties for
the GDR on the European and world stages. In particular, the formation of the ‘social-liberal’ coalition
in Bonn in October 1969, followed by Brandt’s treaties with Moscow and Warsaw in August and
December 1970 respectively, including recognition of the Oder-Neil3e line as the permanent border
between (East) Germany and Poland, undermined the GDR’s claims about the FRG being a ‘neo-
fascist’ or ‘imperialist’ state.®’ It also weakened Ulbricht’s assertion that only communism and Soviet
troops in the GDR could guarantee peace in Europe and uphold the post-war settlement, including
Poland’s new borders, in the face of West German ‘revanchism’. Brandt’s gesture in kneeling before
the monument to the victims of the Warsaw ghetto rising of 1943 during his state visit to the Polish
capital in December 1970 did wonders for West Germany’s image in Eastern Europe (and beyond). It
also led to a relaxation of travel restrictions between the FRG and Poland, with (West) German
expellees now able to visit their former homelands east of the Oder and Neif3e rivers for the first time
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since the Second World War. Such developments, as far as East Berlin was concerned, might open
the door to Western ideological subversion in Poland, not least after a wave of protests in the Baltic
coastal cities over price rises for basic foods in late 1970 led to the shock resignation of the hard-line
anti-German Witadystaw Gomutka as Polish party First Secretary on 20 December and his
replacement by the more conciliatory Edward Gierek. Over the course of the 1970s, these concerns
only grew, particularly when the Polish government failed to prevent the circulation of samizdat
literature, including translations of the West German writer Ginter Grass’s 1959 novel The Tin Drum.
The latter was officially banned in the GDR until the late 1980s because of its supposedly ‘revanchist-
aggressive view’ of the Second World War and the Polish-German conflict in Danzig, now Gdansk.%®
The negotiation of an agreement for visa-free travel between Poland and the GDR, coming
into effect on 1 January 1972, may have been a subtle way of trying to pre-empt or forestall West
German ideological influence in the PRP, particularly in the immediate border towns along the Oder
and Neifl3e which were difficult for East German tourists to access before the 1970s. Indeed, in 1974 a
joint GDR-Polish publication claimed that the increased cross-border traffic since January 1972 was
boosting socialist consciousness and furthering new, forward-looking ways of imagining citizenship
and belonging via the ‘creation of new [transnational] societal contacts’:
Small border towns in Poland like Stubice, Gubin or Zgorzelec have become — thanks to
being brought together with Frankfurt [an der Oder], Guben and Goérlitz — the equivalent of big
urban centres... which offer their residents a great many attractions... The borders are slowly
‘melting away’. A sure sign of this is that the term ‘border’ is gradually disappearing from the
vocabulary used by the residents of the border area. In the foreseeable future the term
‘border area’ will die out too.*®
What the pamphlet failed to mention was the tensions caused by the fact that young East Germans
had greater access to Western literature and films when they travelled to Poland than they did at
home® — including the screen version of The Tin Drum, co-written and directed by the West German
filmmaker Volker Schlondorff and released in 1979. In fact, this problem was being raised by the
GDR’s Office for Youth Tourism as early as 1973, when it noted, in its annual report on 11 December:
In the areas close to the border with the PRP what is particularly noticeable is the rise in the

number of short-term trips made by our young people for the sole purpose of going to the
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cinema. Films from the West (horror movies and westerns) seem to have a particularly strong

appeal.®*
What is interesting to observe here is that whereas in 1969-70 Czechoslovakia had still been
regarded as a source of greater ideological threat to East Germany than Poland, by 1973 things had
clearly changed. A key factor was the imagined attitude of Husak towards West Germany. In East
Berlin, Brandt was seen as being more committed to NATO than to Ostpolitik, even in the year of the
historic German-German summit in Erfurt.52 In a minuted conversation during Husak’s official
appearance at the Leipzig spring trade fair on 8 March 1970, a fortnight before Brandt was due in
Erfurt, Ulbricht warned his guest of honour and fellow communist:

The key weapon in the imperialists’ arsenal is psychological warfare. The USA and Bonn

have developed a sophisticated system for penetrating the socialist countries... Our task is to

unmask this system... in particular by energetically opposing all traces of petit-bourgeois

ideology within the sphere of culture (Kafka etc.) and the economy.3
In speaking so boldly, the SED First Secretary also — and perhaps deliberately — revealed his own
lingering scepticism towards the new Czechoslovak party leader on a personal level. This wariness
was due in part to the ‘reformist blots’ in Husak’s past, stretching back to his involvement with alleged
'Slovak nationalism' inside the KSC in the late 1940s and early 1950s and continuing with his more
recent record of collaboration with Dubcek. It also reflected Ulbricht's ongoing concerns about the
possibility of a peace deal between Prague and Bonn that would undermine East Berlin’s claim to
recognition as an equal German partner.54

After 1969-70, though, there were significant improvements in CSSR-GDR relations. Huséak
turned out to be more reliable from the East German viewpoint than Ulbricht had feared. For instance,
the report of the Piller Commission, exposing official anti-Semitism and major miscarriages of justice
during the Stalinist era, was not published on Czechoslovak soil.®° Instead, by 1972 articles were
appearing in Czech literary magazines arguing that “Kafkaism” and... the “alienation” connected with
it' were behind the ‘influences of Zionism on the events in Czechoslovakia in 1968’.56 ‘Reformists’
from the world of politics, academia and high culture had meanwhile been forced out of office and in
some cases into exile — including Eduard Goldstiicker, the leading spirit behind the 1963 Kafka
conference and President of the Czechoslovak Writers’ Union at the time of the Prague Spring, who

was now denounced by the KSC as a leading ideological ‘deviationist’.” Dub&ek himself had been
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expelled from the KSC in 1970, shortly after returning from a brief spell as Czechoslovak ambassador
in the Turkish capital Ankara. Censorship had been re-imposed, and already by 1975 was noticeably
much tougher in Czechoslovakia than in Poland, where, supposedly, the ‘Gierek regime took little
official notice of [the] various “free universities” or “flying universities™ formed by dissident writers and
intellectuals.5®

As the 1970s progressed, the GDR also became more focused on broader ideological
challenges at the global level. Convergence theory — the notion that East and West were becoming
culturally and politically more similar as scientific ‘experts’ sought technological rather than ideological
solutions to problems — had already been identified by Stasi chief Mielke as the West’s latest
subversive weapon against the Soviet bloc in a speech given at the end of 1968 to members of the
SED branch at secret police headquarters in East Berlin. Its goal was to distract attention from the key
guestion in politics: ‘who rules whom?’.5° Honecker too had used resentments inside the SED at the
growing influence of technocratic experts in the economic sphere in his successful battle to oust
Ulbricht as First Secretary in 1970-71.7° In 1979 a joint Soviet-East German publication on Marxist-
Leninist cultural theory summed up the root cause of the Czechoslovak ‘counter-revolution’ in 1968 in
one word: ‘de-ideologisation’ [Entideologisierung], a term denoting the supposedly ‘false’ separation
of ideology from the material and social reproduction of life.”* In other words, if in the 1960s, as
Dorothee Wierling points out ‘the engineer became the essential figure’ in Ulbricht’s technocratic-
modernist vision of ‘socialist progress’,’? after 1970 this same engineer was also seen as needing a
major ideological reboot. Above all, he or she needed to see through the dangerous 1960s ‘illusions
regarding the automated nature [Programmierbarkeit] of the capitalist [and socialist] economic
system]s] and the potentials for preventing or managing social conflicts by means of appropriate
“social technologies™.” Such claims merely disguised the continuing crisis in class relations in the
capitalist world, now magnified by the 1970s profit squeeze, while simultaneously underplaying the
Soviet bloc’s undoubted achievements in the spheres of industrial/cultural production and
revolutionary world-outlook.”

A second threat came from a different source: China. Having first reignited fears of a violent
end to the Sino-Soviet split during the tense border dispute with the USSR on the Ussuri River in
March 1969, it was now seen as adding extra menace to European and global security because of its

growing closeness to the West. Mao’s regime also presented an ideological challenge: Brezhnev
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believed that Beijing had abandoned Marxism-Leninism, and with it ‘proletarian internationalism’. This
was supposedly reflected in its ‘unqualified condemnation’ of the Warsaw Pact invasion of
Czechoslovakia in 1968; its willingness to open up diplomatic relations with ‘imperialist powers’,
including the FRG in October 1972;7® and its uncooperative stance over Soviet military aid for North
Vietnam.”” Further concerns were raised when the new reunified Socialist Republic of Vietnam joined
the non-aligned movement rather than the communist bloc upon admittance to the UN in 1976, a step
which again was interpreted by Moscow and its East German ally as a worrying deviation from basic
Marxist-Leninist principles and a victory for Chinese interests in South-East Asia.”

How did all this affect official East German attitudes towards cross-border cooperation with
Czechoslovakia in the 1970s? In the ideological sphere, there were two main developments after
1972: first in relation to tourism as a means of raising historical awareness of national and
international class struggles past and present, and secondly in respect to military ‘preparedness’.
Both these developments entailed a focus on youth, but they also involved stepping beyond the idea
of the GDR simply as a self-contained ‘socialist nation’ to forge a more regionally-based strategy for
educating young people in the principles of ‘proletarian internationalism’.

Regarding tourism, this meant the enactment of policies that were designed to overcome ‘the
artificial distinction between domestic and overseas travel’. First, the material basis for both types of
tourism had to be secured, with constant price rises in Poland making long-term planning with respect
to trips to Czechoslovakia seem easier and more cost-effective. Second, cooperation with youth
tourist groups in both Poland and the CSSR would help to identify:

Routes for walking tours that provide opportunities for learning about the revolutionary

traditions of the working class and the achievements of socialism, and on top of that, for

visiting sites of historical and rural interest.
Finally, the GDR’s Office for Youth Tourism planned to organise ‘friendship trains’
(Freundschaftszuge) to travel to destinations in all three countries at particular times of the year,
fifteen trains in 1974 and twenty in 1975. The highlight of this programme were the trains organised
on the anniversary of the ‘Great Socialist October Revolution’ and on the day of celebration marking
the foundation of the Soviet youth organisation, the Komsomol. The parts of the journey taking place
in the GDR itself included themes such as ‘On the trail of Ernst Thalmann and his revolutionary

battles’ and ‘on the pathways to anti-fascist liberation’. Members of ‘progressive’ youth groups from all
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over the world, including ‘the capitalist West and countries in Africa, Asia and Latin America’, were
invited to take part. Through a careful intertwining of its domestic and foreign travel programmes, the
Office for Youth Tourism thus aimed ‘to make full use of all opportunities presented by the introduction
of visa-free travel with the PRP and the CSSR’ in order to ‘nurture in our young people the principles
of socialist patriotism and proletarian internationalism’.”

Military preparedness had been a particular cause of concern in GDR-Czechoslovak relations
in 1968-69, with developments during the Prague Spring suggesting in the minds of East German
military and secret police observers that the CSSR might no longer be psychologically or materially
equipped to defend its western borders in case of NATO attack — borders which also protected the
entire socialist bloc, the GDR included.®® The Helsinki accords of 1975 seemed to mark the highpoint
of détente in Cold War Europe, with collective security now guaranteeing the post-1945 settlement.
However, by the late 1970s armed, possibly even nuclear, confrontation was again becoming more
likely, if not between the two Germanys, then at least between the two superpowers. Areas of tension
now included not only China and Vietnam, but Angola, Ethiopia, Cambodia, Afghanistan and (from
1980) Poland.

Against this background, the increased emphasis placed in the GDR on military preparedness
and civil defence training in schools and universities from the late 1970s can be understood, from the
perspective of East Germany’s leaders, both as a necessary precaution and as a useful political tool
for Reideologisierung. But in contrast with what previous studies have implied,®* this was not simply
an inward-looking, domestic strategy of ‘forced militarisation’ related solely to Abgrenzung
(demarcation) from the FRG or ‘eternal friendship’ with the USSR. To make military preparedness
really worthwhile, it had to proceed from a regional base. Or to put it another way, there was no point
in East German youth being placed on a defence-aware footing if their counterparts across the border
in Czechoslovakia were still being influenced by the ‘cosmopolitan’ ideals of 1968 and if they were still
heroising national martyrs like Jan Palach, as StB reports which were shared with the Stasi in the
early 1970s seemed to suggest.®?

In a several-page ‘Assessment of Cooperation with the Czech and Slovak Ministries for
Schools’ in January 1977, the GDR Ministry of Education highlighted, alongside various other positive
developments, a growing interest in the CSSR’s teaching profession in facilitating ‘a sharing of

experiences in the field of Marxism-Leninism and bringing socialist principles into schools’. Already in
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1976 fifty instances of guest lectures and attendances at pedagogical conferences had been
recorded.®® However, the Ministry wanted to build on this. In June 1978, for instance, it sponsored a
five-day trip by a delegation from the SED Central Committee’s Department of Education to visit a
kindergarten school in Rakovnik and a secondary school in Jesenice, both in the central Bohemian
district to the west of Prague. The delegates were interested in political-ideological work among
teachers, noting that since the XVth congress of the KSC in April 1976 there was an increasing
emphasis on ‘cultivation of socialist traditions’ [Traditionspflege] and making regular ‘trips to visit
factories and collectives’ as a means of countering the ‘negative’ influence of West German and
Austrian television. But their main interest was in the ‘challenges presented by the introduction of
defence training’ into the school curriculum. At Rakovnik, they were shown how ‘the three- to six-year-
olds were introduced to the principles of defence preparedness’. In particular, the lesson plans
provided a grounding in ‘general rules of behaviour in an emergency, the use of gas masks, how to
find the nearest emergency shelter, appropriate conduct in shelters, and so on’. The pre-school
infants were also encouraged to think about what soldiers did to defend the country, both by building
stories out of pictures and through the establishment of ‘close connections with a unit of the
Czechoslovak People’s Army’.

At the secondary school in Jesenice, compulsory defence lessons (Wehrunterricht) took place
four times a year for children in the seventh and eighth grades, with the purpose being ‘to make pupils
aware of the necessity of defence and to provide them with basic knowledge of what to do in the
event of a nuclear, chemical or biological attack’. By the end of year seven, the children were already
expected to be able to complete ‘basic tasks’ such as:

- answering questions on the political aspects of defence preparedness,

- solving tasks related to fire protection, first aid and traffic safety, and

- being able to throw a hand grenade and run 200m while wearing a gas mask.

Those children who excelled during Wehrunterricht were particularly prized by the party-state:

A careful pre-selection of future candidates [for KSC membership] is carried out. Those

selected are made familiar with the history of the party in ‘Lenin-circles’ and prepared for

admittance to the party. In selecting candidates, care is taken to make sure that those who

have attended religion classes are not put forward.8
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This was very similar to procedures then being developed in GDR universities,® and filtering down
from there to the school system, so much so that it would be reasonable to assume that the
exchanges of the mid- to late 1970s had had some impact on education and cadre-selection in both
communist countries. Indeed, the Czechoslovaks appear to have got there first in 1977-78 because,
as Anna Saunders points out, in the GDR it was 1978-79 that ‘mark[ed] the first full school year in
which obligatory military education was carried out in schools’. Furthermore, the East German system
seems to have followed the Czechoslovak example in expecting teachers to place pressure on their
pupils by letting them (or their parents) know that, if they failed to take part in Wehrunterricht, they
‘risked facing discrimination in their future schooling’.?% As well as schools and universities, the East
German trade unions, via the Jugendamt (‘youth office’) of the Free German Trade Union Association
(Freier Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund, FDGB), also seem to have got in on the act, sending a
delegation to an international conference of young trade unionists organised in Prague in February
1979. Here they were instructed to work with their Czechoslovak hosts to ‘counter any anti-Soviet
agitation or attempts to defame the socialist bloc’ on the part of delegates from Western countries,
while reaffirming the joint military-political resolve of the youth of both countries to ‘fight for world
peace and disarmament’ in the context of the Helsinki Final Act of 1975.87

Of course, it would be wrong to assume that all of the overseas political and educational
connections established by the East German regime in the 1970s were related to military ends or
designed to spread the new, post-Helsinki message that ‘peace must be armed!” For instance, the
strong support that the GDR gave to left-wing political exiles from Chile after the violent coup against
the demaocratically-elected Marxist government of Salvador Allende in September 1973 was more
free-standing and focused on developing a state-specific form of ‘socialist solidarity’, as Peter Grieder
has recently confirmed.®8 Nonetheless, in the much-closer-to-home strategic context of GDR-
Czechoslovak relations, securing of the common border with ‘NATO-West Germany’, and ensuring
that it was defended by battle-ready, class-conscious patriots on both the Czechoslovak and East
German sides, was the top priority. Or, as an official joint publication on areas of ‘socialist
cooperation’ put it in 1978, what particularly brought the two countries together was a shared interest
in regional security issues based on the fact that both ‘had to live with the imperialist system directly

on their western borders’.8°
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Socialist Rule and the Value of Tourism
In his gripping 2015 debut crime-thriller Mordshochhaus (‘High-Rise Murder’), set in East Berlin in
1975, the former GDR biochemist turned novelist Richard Grosse offers a compelling picture of how
power functioned both from above and from below in communist society in the early Honecker period.
His account is slightly less dark, but no less indebted to the totalitarian model, than Garton Ash’s
portrayal of 1981:
This was a state which, seemingly with never-ending care and attention, looked out for the
security of the people it had entrusted itself to rule over. There was no need to worry about
what might happen tomorrow, life just seemed to run continuously on an endless loop.
Boredom came around now again, and with it the demand for something new, something
beyond the established routines. This is why every opportunity to stage a celebration was
seized upon, and of such opportunities there were plenty. Women’s Day, Men’s Day, the First
of May, meetings of residents’ associations, evenings organised for the socialist work
brigades, Republic Day, works’ outings, the birthday of each and every member of a
collective... [and so on.] The regular, clockwork-like passage from one week to the next
nearly always heralded something new, something to take us away from the drabness of
everyday existence.
Grosse’s novel, with its side-references to official state parades, including foreign guests, along the
Karl-Marx-Allee, private parties on the Strausberger Platz and regular weekend visits from relatives
living in West Berlin under the new travel arrangements that came into effect in May 1972, might
easily be dubbed a ‘metropolitan’ view which is not so representative of what life was like for most
‘ordinary’ citizens living outside the East German capital in the 1970s. On the other hand, the
reference to East Germans needing something extra to take them away from the tedium of everyday
life — or what Wierling describes as the SED’s cultivation of a shared ‘mission to happiness’®* — can
also be identified in policies designed to nurture tourism to neighbouring socialist countries, first and
foremost Poland and Czechoslovakia. Here too — and not just among young people — there was a
clear demand for ‘something beyond the established routines’, a demand which the regime, within
carefully-controlled limits, was actually willing to meet.
The Stasi, which saw itself not only as the ‘sword and shield of the party’ but as a kind of

‘ersatz foreign service’ when it came to the handling of external relations,%? was quick to celebrate the
264



Chapter 12

increase in East German tourists of all ages visiting Czechoslovakia immediately after the coming into
effect of visa-free travel on 15 January 1972. Figures it obtained from the GDR border service
indicated that in the first twenty-four hours of operation, some 20,151 East Germans crossed into
Czechoslovakia, an almost fifty-fold increase on the 370 East Germans who had made the same
crossing on the same day in January 1971. Yet still only 856 Czechoslovak citizens had travelled in
the other direction on 15-16 January 1972, a ratio of almost 1:24.%3

However, the fact that many more GDR citizens were visiting the CSSR than vice versa did
not seem to cause much concern to the East German authorities. Potential earnings from incoming
Czechoslovak tourists were not afforded the same priority as ensuring that East Germans gained new
experiences and at the same time acted as ambassadors for the GDR'’s ‘superior’ work-ethic and
commitment to ‘proletarian internationalism’.%* Of course, this wish was not to be taken too far. It was
only the ‘right’ kind of citizen who was considered to be worthy of representing the GDR on trips
abroad to fellow Soviet bloc countries. Indeed, the same internal Stasi report expressed satisfaction
that Czechoslovak border guards had already on 15-16 January 1972 refused entry to eight male
GDR citizens on the grounds that their hair was too long, making it impossible to recognise them from
the photographs on their ID cards.®® It is difficult to imagine a more reassuring sign for the Stasi that
communist rule in the CSSR was becoming more normalised than the willingness of its border guards
to pay attention to such details. It boded well for future vigilance against the cosmopolitan ‘class
enemy’, identifiable from ‘decadent’, Western styles of dress.

In the early 1970s, the GDR authorities also placed a lot of store on the agreement for visa-
free travel across its border with Poland, perhaps seeing this as a useful tool for countering the
potential threats stemming from the Polish-West German rapprochement of 1970. Indeed, according
to Cezary Trosiak, ‘the East German side was the more active in seeking out institutional contacts
[and] in grasping every opportunity for cooperation with a Polish factory, cultural association,
educational body, youth group or trade union organisation’.*® Almost from the start, however, doubts
arose about tourism to and from Poland. As in the case of the agreement with the Czechoslovaks, the
GDR had not expected to make any net earnings from Polish visitors. However, the constant price
rises in Poland made sending East Germans there on state-organised trips increasingly expensive,
with costs impossible to predict in advance. Looser censorship in Poland was also an issue, as we

have seen, but more than this, there was a sense that the communist authorities in Warsaw could not
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get a grip on the country’s economic problems or use the official trade unions to prevent recurrent
industrial unrest. In the Stasi’s eyes, this was as much a political as an economic failing. The head of
Department X, Willi Damm, for instance, made some interesting notes from a private conversation he
had with the head of the First Directorate of the Czechoslovak Interior Ministry’s new domestic
intelligence service, Milos Hladik, during his trip to Prague in April 1971. At one point, their
conversation turned to the Polish Deputy Minister of Interior, Mirostaw Milewski. According to Hladik:
Whilst [Milewski] came across as very ‘revolutionary’ at the last leaders’ meeting in Budapest
and used his speech to draw special attention to the struggle against ideological diversion, [in
his recent visit to Prague] he acted in a very formal manner and seemed to be much more
mindful of his status as a deputy Minister. The actual purpose of his visit was to find out
whether the KSC would be willing to hand over any material it might have on the recent
disturbances in the PRP [i.e. the strikes of December 1970, M.S.]. Comrade MILEWSKI also
repeatedly emphasised that the events in the PRP were not to be seen in connection with any
kind of ideological diversion but were simply a ‘legitimate form of workers’ protest’. Comrade
HLADIK told me that he could not accept or understand this position.®”
Damm’s further visits to Czechoslovakia in September 1971 and January 1972 led him to conclude
that here, at least, ‘the supply situation is generally good. Discipline in the workplace has been
tightened. Industrial production increasingly takes place according to schedule. There aren’t many
problems in agriculture’.®® But the same could not be said for Poland, whose economy and ‘work
discipline’ failed to improve as the 1970s continued. The fact that the one-time Deputy Minister
Milewski went on to become Polish Minister of Interior in his own right on 8 October 1980, at the
height of the Solidarity crisis, may have played a role in the decision taken in East Berlin later that
month to end the agreement on visa-free travel.%®
In addition, the GDR authorities had to decide whether to exploit the growing levels of hostility
within East Germany towards Polish tourists for domestic purposes, or take steps to discourage it lest
it damage external relations within the Soviet bloc.?° As we have seen, Poles were accused of
exploiting visa-free travel to the GDR to buy up its better supplies of household electrical goods and
take advantage of its relatively low inflation rates.'°* Such animosities were not felt towards
Czechoslovak tourists, or certainly not to the same degree. Poles were also resented because, unlike

Czechoslovaks and most other East Europeans, from the late 1970s they enjoyed much easier travel
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arrangements to West Berlin. Indeed, even after the formal end of visa-free traffic between Poland
and the GDR in October 1980, Poles could still come to East Berlin on day-trips from West Berlin,
often carrying West German marks which they had earned there and which they then proceeded to
spend (like other day-trippers from the West) in the communist capital’s growing number of deluxe
hard-currency shops.%%? This may explain the resentment that Garton Ash found among East Berlin
housewives when the new travel restrictions were announced. East Germans were more hemmed in,
Poles (apparently) were not. But at least the former could still travel, visa-free, to the CSSR, and — as
a concession to youth — there was also a gradual movement in the 1970s away from seeing ‘beards,

long hair and short skirts’ as wholly ‘contrary to the spirit of socialism’.1%

Conclusion
The argument presented in this essay suggests that post-1968 'normalisation’ in Eastern Europe
needs to be seen in a regional, and not just a national-domestic context, or with reference to top-down
relations with Moscow. This applies as much to Czechoslovakia as to the GDR; indeed, it would be
interesting to investigate how Husék’s government and the StB saw its relations with East Berlin (and
Warsaw) after 1969-70.1%4 The GDR'’s regional agenda for the 1970s of course had a number of
distinct features which make direct comparisons with the CSSR’s programme for ‘normalisation’
difficult, if not impossible. Even East Germany’s rulers did not see their state as ‘normal’. Rather, for
them, the whole point of ‘normalisation’ was to normalise — and thus prolong — the abnormal, in other
words the existence of two German states. Emphasis on the GDR as a separate, socialist nation, was
not enough to achieve this. Rather, residual forms of commitment to ‘proletarian internationalism’ and
regional solutions to security issues were also needed. This can be related to the burden of a shared
past with West Germany, a past which required the provision of answers to the outside world about
how violence, militarism and genocide could be denied the chance to emanate from German soil
again. Added to this was an even greater existential problem in the present — how to avert the danger
of nuclear annihilation in view of the ongoing arms race which began to accelerate with the Kremlin’s
stationing of land-launched SS-20 ballistic missiles in Eastern Europe in 1977-78 and NATO’s
‘double-track decision’ announced in December 1979.1%

The opening of the GDR'’s borders to Poland and Czechoslovakia for visa-free travel in 1972
was part of this attempt to secure the GDR’s regional existence in Central Europe. Yet in fact, the two
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borders came to have different meanings. The looser arrangements on the Polish border lasted for
eight years or so only. The decision to tighten controls again in October 1980 was blamed on Polish
economic and political mismanagement. This allowed the SED to align itself with popular anti-Polish
sentiment among East German citizens, but the latter did not determine policy. Rather, a bigger fear
for the regime was civil war in Poland, leading to Western intervention and possible East-West military
conflict. This was not in the interests of the GDR, as it would undermine its — and the Kremlin’s —
attempts to solidify the post-war settlement and frontiers after the Helsinki conference. It would also
destroy East Germany’s already precarious living standards. This is what ended the rather bizarre
1970s experiment with ‘transcending’ borders between the GDR and Poland.

By 1980, the GDR'’s ‘open’ frontier with the CSSR had come to mean something different.
This was partly due to Czechoslovakia’s geographical situation — like East Germany, but unlike
Poland, it shared a frontier with the FRG. In a regional-strategic sense, this meant that the GDR had
an interest in encouraging its southern neighbour to strengthen, rather than overcome, geographical
and ideological borders and show willingness to police and defend them, something which, in official
East German eyes, had been notably absent in 1968. At the same time, the prospect of stronger
relations between the Czechoslovaks and the West Germans was even more alarming to East Berlin
than the rapprochement reached between Bonn and Warsaw in December 1970. Hence East German
visions for Czechoslovak ‘normalisation’ had to focus more on the revival of ‘proletarian
internationalism’ combined with respect for separate national cultures and common interest not only in
Brezhnevite Marxist-Leninist orthodoxy, but also in economic competency. By and large, Husak’s
regime fulfilled these expectations in the 1970s and beyond. For Honecker, as well as for the Stasi,
the CSSR was increasingly identified as a ‘reliable’ ally when it came to upholding socialist norms and
preserving Cold War frontiers in Europe. Only in the midst of the very different political crisis of
autumn 1989 was the East German government willing to contemplate ending visa-free travel for its
citizens to Prague and other Czechoslovak cities. And in contrast to 1980, when the population
reacted passively to the border closure with Poland, this time there were protests and demonstrations

in the streets.
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